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Land Acknowledgment
We recognize that we are not the first peoples on this space now called New Orleans. The
roughly 40 native tribes that inhabited and traversed this land once called it by the
Choctaw word, Bulbancha, which means “a place of many tongues.”
In reflecting on the legacy of this dynamic place, let us remember that we share this land
with the generations of people who come before us and continue to call Bulbancha home:
The Chitimacha, Coushatta and Tunica-Biloxi Tribes of Louisiana, the Louisiana Choctaw
Tribe, the Jena Band of Choctaw Indians, the Clifton Choctaw and Choctaw-Apache of
Ebarb, the Addai Caddo Tribe, Four Winds Tribe Louisiana, Cherokee Grand Caillou/Dulac
Band, Isle de Jean Charles Band, Pointe-Au-Chien Indian Tribe, the United Houma Nation,
The Atakapa-Ishak Nation of Louisiana.
As we recognize these peoples and their histories in this region, let us also commit to
undoing the historical and ongoing harms of colonialism, genocide, racism, exploitation
and environmental destruction.
And finally, let us take this moment to reflect upon the connection and responsibility to
the land on which we reside.

Thank you to members of the First Unitarian Universalist Church of New Orleans and the
Newcomb Institute of Tulane that helped us learn and grow in composing this statement.
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Opening Statement
Lesley-Ann NOEL
doi: 10.21606/pluriversal.2020.001

It’s June 4th of the craziest year of our history. Welcome everyone to PIVOT 2020. This event is cohosted by the Pluriversal Design Special Interest Group of the Design Research Society and the Phyllis M.
Taylor Center for Social Innovation and Design Thinking of Tulane University.
I am Lesley-Ann Noel; I’m one of the co-chairs of the Pluriversal Design SIG. My friend Renata Marques
Leitao is the second co-chair. I’m also the Associate Director of Design Thinking at the Taylor Center at
Tulane University. This event is co-hosted by the Pluriversal Design SIG and the Taylor Center.
PIVOT 2020 was always intended to be a space for multiple perspectives in design and design thinking,
and as a conscious counter to a narrative that design is from a dominant culture. In PIVOT, we aimed to
highlight diverse voices, perspectives, epistemologies, and ontologies with an emphasis on design and
social innovation, but also opening the discussion to related areas. We wanted to be more inclusive than
a typical conference. We always imagined several alternative formats. We played with different ideas
such as a writing retreat, an academic summer camp, and a format where people could co-author
something new with a person they had just met.
We always wanted to ensure that cost would not be a barrier to participation. We wanted to ensure the
involvement of our colleagues in other parts of the world. We also wanted to create a space where nonacademics or early academics would also feel welcome and safe to share their work and be involved in
the conversation.
We felt that New Orleans was the perfect setting for these types of conversations, given the city’s
diversity, history, and location —further away from big cities like New York and San Francisco, and its
proximity to the Caribbean and Latin America and ‘other worlds.’ Tulane would be a good host given the
role that it plays in research in this city.
Then, of course, everything changed. COVID-19 arrived, and we rapidly changed the format several
times. COVID created much disruption, and we heard a marked increase in the word ‘pivot’ that we
chose last fall. Still, we went ahead and invited participants to consider designing a ‘world of many
centers and voices’ and we intentionally sought great diversity in the participants. As such, we have
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
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presenters and stories from Indonesia, India, Kenya, Brazil, the Caribbean, Australia, Uruguay, Japan,
Canada, several European countries, the Middle East, and the United States, and more.
We continued to work throughout the uncertainty of the pandemic. After weeks of sheltering in place,
Memorial Day in the US, just over a week ago, was marked by two very racist incidents that changed the
landscape again. The current unrest is a clear reminder of the need to create space for multiple voices
and perspectives in our lives. COVID-19 forced people to use the word ‘Pivot’, and we hope the current
unrest will result in even more significant shifts in society.
We thank the designers and researchers who answered our call, despite challenges with technology,
lack of childcare, and the difficulty of focusing at this time. We feel honored that you were able to
participate. We thank you for your patience with our changes in information or format along the way
due to ever-morphing situations and the speed with which we were trying to accomplish this work.
We thank the presenting and non-presenting participants for choosing to share this day with us. It’s a
difficult time, but we hope you’ll spend some hours with us connecting with new people and sharing
new ideas.
A special thank you to my fellow members of the organizing committee, Renata, Laura, Maille, Sam,
Mari and Michelle, and the student support staff, Tran, Delaney, Mehr, Shaymaa, Chidinma, Hamed,
Lauren and Chloe, the staff at the Phyllis M. Taylor Center for Social Innovation and Design Thinking at
Tulane University and our friends at the Design Research Society.
Dr. Lesley-Ann Noel
PIVOT 2020 Chair
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Introduction
Decolonizing design, the social sciences, and social innovation for the pluriverse
Laura MURPHY
Conference co-chair
doi: 10.21606/pluriversal.2020.003

On behalf of the Taylor Center co-hosts, I am pleased to help introduce these proceedings from PIVOT
2020. Organizing and hosting this was a memorable event, held as it was for a global audience in the
online Zoom-based world that the coronavirus pandemic has created for us in 2020. I appreciate
everyone’s thoughtful contributions and good will during extraordinary circumstances.
I write representing the research & scholarship team at the Phyllis M. Taylor Center for Social Innovation
and Design Thinking at Tulane University (“Taylor Center”). Founded in 2014 with a gift from Phyllis
Taylor, a Louisiana native, the Taylor Center houses several programs. One is a university-wide
undergraduate program in social innovation and social entrepreneurship dating to 2011. Design
thinking was a core skillset for any student seeking to learn these changemaking skills, whether from the
liberal arts, business, engineering, architecture, public health, medicine, or natural sciences. In 2018, we
started the research and scholarship program. We aim to engage interdisciplinary doctoral students,
post-docs and faculty members and non-traditional scholars (administrators, educators, community
partners) with their academic and praxis-oriented questions around design, social enterprise, and social
innovation as changemaking. (The Taylor Center programs and funds are aligned with the AshokaU.org
Changemaker Campus network and the Ashoka.org approach to “everyone a changemaker”. )
By 2019, with Lesley joining the team at the Taylor Center, bringing emancipatory and critical design
lenses, we were excited to learn about the Pluriversal SIG. The team were delighted to be invited to join
with Lesley and Renata’s concept for PIVOT, an unconference to decolonize design--and social
innovation. Note that the Taylor research and scholarship team come from a background in the formal
quantitative social sciences, which for the most part are analytical, objective, and “evidence-based”– yet
we are fortunately not firmly stuck there in those worldviews. We have been following the post-colonial
and post-structural shifts in our fields of international development studies, social change, and social
innovation. Our eagerness to collaborate with Pivot arose in part from our scholarly interests in design
and where and how it fits in social innovation. Also, our experiences as educators in the design and
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social innovation curriculum since 2013 had led to feedback; I heard that getting a taste of design was
inspiring and even life changing. It seems a yearning exists for the prospective, imagination-firing
qualities of design. While it is sets of skills, mindsets, and practices for “solving persistent problems” in
field of social innovation, it is also much more than that. Decolonizing our minds is part of making sense
of how design relates to social innovation.
The R&S team that helped bring this event to life featured Maille Faughnan (PhD, global development).
Other important people were several dedicated part-time graduate students, including doctoral
students in public health, engineering, and anthropology. The team spanned several nationalities and
multiple languages; a few had some exposure to design thinking. Several are from the Global South.
They shared how inspiring it was to hear the voices, see the faces, and read the words working to
decolonize design; to see examples of the pluriverse.
Browsing these proceedings, I am reminded of the enthusiastic volume of submissions from around the
world that came in the spring. They represent several design disciplines, different walks of life, and
entry points to our pluriverse. After our double-blind peer-review process, we finally managed to screen
out some of the voices, so that others make speak.
We were still not sure how to organize the range of papers and stimulating short presentations for a day
of online conferencing. The task of sorting disparate voices and methods into meaningful streams
started with index cards and a sharpie pen. I deployed the KJ technique to look for patterns. Here, I
could bring my “outside-design profession” perspective to review submissions in the analog cards. I saw
themes that parallel post-structural, discourse-based critiques of western institutions from other (nondesign) fields and literatures. My rough index-card outline soon translated onto the organizing team’s
online Mural canvas. Emergent session themes took shape quickly. It was clear that these papers
represent the Pluriverse out there, and emerging. It is already here, and there. It needs much care and
tending.
It was also an interesting challenge to shift from the original concept of an intimate retreat for
Pluriversal, decolonizing scholars to write and publish (further inspired by field trips out of New Orleans
to outstanding regional cultural institutions, sites of decolonizing efforts). We had to rethink it all for the
required COVID-determined online format in a way that would still suit the spirit of the event. I think we
succeeded beyond our dreams, reaching more people than we could have otherwise.
In terms of serving an audience around the world, I am still amazed that the schedule and timing of
papers and sessions needed little re-adjustment to accommodate to both the speakers and the
audiences from Australia to British Colombia, from Brazil to Berlin, from Japan to New Orleans. And
everyone showed up on time and ready to go, making for a marvelous flow.
Reflecting on the content, I see overlaps in efforts to decolonize the social sciences (broadly) with efforts
to decolonize design. Both have roots in modern institutions; let us continue to collaborate to bring in
new voices, knowledges, and practices. We heard cross-disciplinary conversations and new
collaborations starting, extend “design” beyond the modern design professions, out of the western
centers of education and institutions, and into everyday empowerment practices. The sessions shared
indigenous practices in Australian and British Columbia, Canada, and interrogations of discourses, texts,
types, languages, and maps; new ways to integrate design into cities and habitats; new ways to think of
the role of design. I appreciate our authors’ journeys to reveal, and re-imagine design education,
research, and practices.
It has been exciting to be part of this global network to decolonize design. It coincides with efforts to
decolonize other knowledge systems and practices in the social sciences broadly and in social innovation

xii

more specifically. Though we may start from different places given academic background and positions,
we can find common ground in these efforts to decolonize our minds, hearts, and academic practices.
I am grateful to Lesley and Renata for envisioning this event and inviting us along the journey. I
appreciate the entire organizing team for being open to the unexpected and designing a compelling
experience. I am eager to continue the conversations with fellow travelers in and through the Pluriversal
worlds, starting with the papers here.

Laura Murphy, PhD, Clinical Associate Professor, School of public health and tropical
medicine (SPHTM), Tulane University.
Associate Director, Research and Scholarship program, Taylor Center.
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Editorial: Pivot 2020 Proceedings
Renata M. LEITAO
Conference co-chair
Lesley-Ann NOEL
Conference co-chair
doi: 10.21606/pluriversal.2020.002

Modernity appears when Europe affirms itself as the ‘center’ of a World
History that it inaugurates: the ‘periphery’ that surrounds this center is
consequently part of its self-definition. (Enrique Dussel 1993, p. 65)
Alternatives are not lacking in the world. What is indeed missing is an
alternative thinking of alternatives. (…) This immensity of alternatives of life,
conviviality and interaction with the world is largely wasted because the
theories and concepts developed in the global North and employed in the
entire academic world do not identify such alternatives. When they do, they do
not valorize them as being valid contributions towards constructing a better
society. (Boaventura Sousa Santos, 2016, p. 20)

PIVOT 2020 invited scholars and designers to jointly reimagine a world of many centers, encouraging
conversations around shifting centers, methods, epistemologies and ontologies. We intended to go
beyond the critique to modernity and colonialism and encourage people to imagine: What does a world
in which many worlds fit look like? What is needed to create this reality? Who is needed to create this?
How does it operate?
Western Europe and, subsequently, North America have been viewed as the main focus and template of
what is good, innovative and desirable —namely The Center. The rest of the world and its countless
cultures, worldviews, ways of knowing and ways of designing have been peripheral to the hegemonic
narrative of the world, and also peripheral to the main narrative of Design and Social Innovation. In
practical ways, it means that what is produced as knowledge and innovation from outside of the center
is ignored as possible valuable and valid contributions.
Our work, as the co-chairs of the Design Research Society (DRS)’s Pluriversal Design Special Interest
Group, involves the valorization of forms of design that come from outside of the Center of Modernity.
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Usually, designs and designers from colonized countries, marginalized and indigenous communities and
minorities (the so-called Global South) are judged as “less good” than their counterparts from the Global
North —probably because they are not completely aligned with the “grammar” and values of the
Western template. We started in this line of work at the DRS2018 conference, when we chaired (with
Dr. Aija Freimane) the track “Not just from the Centre: Multiple voices in Design”. For that track, we
made a specific Call for Papers to designers from outside of the ‘center’ of Western culture. Designers
and educators from 16 countries across Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa, The Middle East, Eastern
Europe, Asia and Oceania responded to our call. The interest generated by this track encouraged us to
create the DRS Pluriversal Design Special Interest Group (SIG). As DRS SIG convenors, we intend to
create space for scholars and designers who are often invisible, offering them support, visibility and
recognition.
In the last few years, as the movement to decolonize design gains strength, more diverse voices have
been featured on the stages of the Center—including, for example, Indigenous voices, more people of
color, and more people from countries from the Global South. In short, the Center is slowly starting to
include people who have been excluded from the main narrative of design. The challenge here is not
only to include people as tokens, but also to embrace their way of thinking, conceiving reality, producing
material culture and organizing social life.
We believe, however, that the purpose of a radical design practice is not only to fix the Center (by
making it more diverse), but to help to create a world with multiple centers — in which many realities,
forms of thinking and being can co-exist. To refer to this world, we adopt the concept of the Pluriverse,
proposed by Arturo Escobar (2018), inspired by a Zapatista dictum, that refers to a “world where many
worlds fit”. The concept of the Pluriverse challenges one of the pillars of Western Modernity that is
Universalism—the idea that we all live in a single world—in favor of a multiplicity of possible worlds that
nurture and respect life on Earth (Escobar 2020; Kothari et al. 2019). The Pluriverse does not only refer
to the immense diversity of worlds—of diverse ontologies and epistemologies—available on our planet;
but also to the fact that these multiple worlds have been shaped and harnessed, oppressed and
suppressed by the scientific, technological, and hegemonic forces of Colonialism and Modernity. The
Pluriverse framework embraces the idea that significant societal innovations and alternative futures are
emerging from the political margins and communities of the Global South (Kothari et al. 2019).
Our main goal with the PIVOT 2020 conference has been to build and support a worldwide network of
collaborators and allies with shared values. And we hope we have accomplished the goal of creating a
Pluriversal Design community, connecting scholars, designers and changemakers from both the Global
North and the Global South.
About the conference:
We welcomed a variety of contributions — such as case studies, theoretical reflections and visual
presentations — as long as the work considered a world of many centers, receiving submissions from all
over the world. On June 4, 2020, we had a full day of sessions in which more than 40 presenters shared
their work.
The conference was organized into eight panels of varied contributions. These contributions were either
full papers, short papers, rapid slide presentations, an open short format called ‘coffee time’ or a visual
format. The range of presentation formats encouraged diverse participation.
About the proceedings:
The Proceedings gather the contributions of most of the presenters and are divided into three main
parts: full papers, short papers, and transcripts from the presentations.
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Full papers
The full papers are organized in the three main themes that emerged in the conference:
1. Deconstructing Narratives and Unlearning Hegemony;
2. Decolonizing Design Education;
3. Initiatives and Socio-Technical Tools for the Pluriverse.
1. Deconstructing Narratives and Unlearning Hegemony
Several authors sought to challenge hegemony in their papers. Saad provided an overview of design
discourses in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, emphasizing that research about contemporary design
discourse in that region is underdeveloped. Sridhar explored linguistic hegemony in India through the
use of Hindi and English. Souza and Turner and Taboada explored themes of dominance and oppression
in graphic design>Souza focussing on race, while Turner and Taboada focussed on mapmaking and the
use of language. These papers and the ensuing discussion encouraged the participants to reflect on how
people have been subliminally fed controlling messages. Therefore we must unlearn these messages.
Leitão argued that a Pluriversal Design, which aims to nurture alternative models of life, should be
desire-based, in contrast with mainstream needs-centered Design approaches.
2. Decolonizing Design Education
The theme of decolonizing design education was the most evident theme in the papers. Trias and
Lodaya, directly challenged the Bauhausian roots of design education in a non-European setting such as
Uruguay or India. According to Lodaya, ‘design education in the non-Western context, therefore,
becomes more an acculturation project (along with its shadow, ‘deculturation’) than one involving
technical training’. Trias emphasized the need to critically re-read history and considered deschooling as
an alternative discourse in design education. Benjamin explored the inefficiencies of a ‘one-size-fits-all’
art and design curriculum and its impact on non-European learners. Noel also challenged the idea of a
universal design curriculum and made several visual proposals for design education created through
different lenses. Including a pluriversal design curriculum. The paper includes the audience responses to
the invitation to reimagine a pluriversal design education for the future. Hepburn contended that
through participatory design seeks democratic engagement and ethics, it is in fact still also situated in
Western neoliberal thought. She therefore proposes a model for practice that moves away from an
institution-centric one towards a more democratic version.
3. Initiatives and Socio-Technical Tools for the Pluriverse
From crafts to Augmented Reality, from storytelling to prototypes and speculation, this theme
comprises practical initiatives that can contribute to the creation of the Pluriverse. Boyer focused on a
participatory action research (PAR) approach in Bali, Indonesia that facilitated storytelling. Iwabuchi
and Mizuno reported a case study on the core four activities of Transition Design using tools and
processes rooted in Japanese local culture and history. Gomez presented the bridging design prototype
(BDP) approach, a human-centred design method for individual designers and small organisations. She
reflects on the possibility of BDPs to enable communities’ autonomous design. Sweidan and Escobedo
investigated in their co-creative pilot laboratory how to apply theories of decolonization to an emerging
technology such as augmented reality (AR). Efı ̇ltı ̇ and Çelebı ̇ focused on the dynamics of domestic craftmaking, particularly embroidery, under the influence of digitalization culture and aimed to reveal the
change of traditional practices and approaches fostered through social media platforms. Malasan,
Triharini and Ihsan focused on Craft and Design Practice in Indonesia, illustrating the role of sociotechnical instruments as sets of technical apparatus and organizational tools to reconcile the diverse
interests of the actors, including the objectives of the design center, the target market set by the
designers, and the needs of the craftswomen in the craft villages.
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Short Papers
In the short papers section, the authors shared a summary of their work and their reflections postconference. Rogal presented a project developed in collaboration with a group of Wixáritari teachers
and community leaders in San Miguel Huaixtita (México) to create a new cultural artifact—a calendar—
with and for the community. In her paper on the democratization of design, Lal sought to recognize the
ingenuity of this ‘diffuse’ or non-expert design and present cases of a few successful and path breaking
innovations from the grassroots of India. Beniwal made the case of repair and repair-persons as
propagators of design for sustainability through case studies of a street tailor and a cobbler, in
Ahmedabad, India. De Bernardi, Rezende and Franco investigated the 'embroidery community' of elderly
women in the Lagoinha Complex, a socially troubled urban area in Belo Horizonte (Brazil), where women
have created alternative means of registering their own personal, as well as social, collective memories
and subjectivities. Prochner shared her work to start a Feminist Design Think Tank that will address
wicked socio-economic problems through feminist technology. Popplow presented a proposal for a
decentred design role in transformation processes— the imagination of Otherness— inspired by the
political thinking of Deleuze and Guattari that offers an alternative to the dichotomy majority vs.
minority.
Transcripts
In the transcripts section, we wanted to ensure that the expert knowledge of the presenters was not
lost. Recording this oral knowledge in the form of a citable transcript is also our contribution to
decolonizing knowledge. Our team downloaded and edited the digital transcripts that were created
automatically. We then contacted the authors and asked them to verify and confirm these accounts. The
tone of these papers is conversational.
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A world of many centers is a world where multiple worlds can flourish—where
communities outside of the Center can design their own life projects, which reflect who
they are, what they value, and who their ancestors had been. This paper argues that a
Pluriversal Design—which aims to nurture alternative models of life and ways of worldmaking—is necessarily desire-based, in contrast with conventional needs-based
approaches. I make a case for Social Design researchers and practitioners to hone our
craft to respond primarily to the communities' desire, in contrast with the current focus
on their needs, problems and deficits. I argue that needs-based approaches are
conservative, implying the reproduction of a model of life —i.e., what is ‘desirable’ is
supposedly know from the start and/or externally defined. Such approaches do not
encourage the creation of new ‘possibles’. On the other hand, a desire-based approach is
open-ended. In terms of creating a world of many worlds, what is the final result? We do
not know yet; we will be doing something that has never been done before.
Metaphorically, desire-based social change is about trailblazing with the help of a
compass. Desire is the force that we have to engage when our task is to create new ways
of shaping the human presence on this planet and new ways of world-making—an openended process towards the Pluriverse.
Desire; needs-centered approaches; Pluriverse; Social Design

1. Introduction
What does a world of many centers look like? What is needed to create this reality?
There are many possible answers to those questions, considering many perspectives and positionalities.
I speak as a Brazilian/Canadian design practitioner and researcher who has always worked in the
Americas. I speak as a woman born and raised in Brazil, who knows what it means to be a Latin
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

American woman in North-American academia. And I also speak as a social designer whose research
practice evolved in collaborative projects with members of Indigenous communities. Therefore, I speak
from a perspective of collaborations between designers and communities outside of the Center of
Eurocentric Modernity. And I talk to other designers who are involved or wish to be involved in
collaborations with communities outside of the Center, the so-called Global South.
Since the colonial expansion of the 16th century, Europeans (and subsequently North-Americans) have
positioned themselves as the Center of the World, creating the belief in a single reality. My perspective
is born out of the recognition that communities outside of the Center tend to experience the dark side
of Modernity and deal with the destructive legacy of colonialism. I am referring to peoples who were
oppressed, deprived of their lands, who experienced slavery, who survived genocide, who are
marginalized, and so on.
I am not the only designer involved in collaborations with communities outside of the Center. In the last
two decades, emerged the field of Social Design1 concerned with complex social problems, which
frequently work with local communities. As we designers see ourselves as problem-solvers, there is a
tendency to focus on their supposed needs and problems, trying to mitigate suffering and damage.
Sometimes I read an entire paper about designers of the Global North working with communities of the
Global South with absolutely no mention to their desires, aspirations, visions of the future, sense of
identity. Nothing. The communities who receive help have no voice, except to express their problems,
needs, and difficulties, and, at last, to say if the solution proposed by the designer is “desirable”. So yes,
the “solution” might be “desirable”, but is it aligned with the desired good life of that community?
In the typical process, the designer starts with a need or problem and look for a desirable solution. I
argue that by focusing on needs at the start, and not on desire, we are merely reproducing the world as
we know it with a few minor tweaks. These tweaks attempt to reduce damage or perceived deficits in
local communities. Nonetheless, reducing damage or deficits is not the same as creating the conditions
for flourishing. At best, the tweaks serve as band-aids, and at worse, our focus on designing them can
divert our attention from the pursuit of flourishing (Ehrenfeld, 2008).

Image 1. A world of only one Center vs. a world of many Centers.
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Design for Social Innovation, Design for Social Impact, Human-Centered Design, etc. For simplicity’s sake, I will
use the name of Social Design.
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What does a world of many centers look like? A world of many centers is a world where multiple
worlds—particularly those that have been oppressed or suppressed by modernity/coloniality— can
flourish. When I imagine a world with many centers, I imagine a world where communities outside of
the Center of Modernity, become new centers in an interconnected mesh of life. A world in which they
can design their own life projects, which reflect who they are, what they value, and who their ancestors
had been. Moreover, it is a world where multiple ways of being, thinking, knowing, conceiving reality,
and world-making can co-exist. Here we are talking about the Pluriverse, “a world where many worlds
fit”, a concept suggested by Arturo Escobar (2017) based on a Zapatista dictum. “Talking about the
pluriverse entails making visible the existence of multiple worlds” (Escobar 2020: 27). It demands that
we consider the alternatives of world-making and the projects proposed by indigenous, local, and
subaltern peoples very seriously.
What is necessary to create a world of many centers? To put the communities' desire at the Center of
any collaborative process, moving the focus from needs to desire when designing with local communities
outside of the Center. I argue that a Pluriversal Design— a form of design that aims to create and
nurture alternative ways of world-making and contribute to the construction of other worlds— is
necessarily desire-based.
When designing for the Pluriverse, I suggest that we engage with desire as a starting point and then
investigate what is needed. Starting from a need involves an entirely different design process than
starting from desire. The design theorists Harold Nelson and Erik Stolterman conceptualized the
difference between needs-based and desire-based design in their book “The Design Way” (2012). For
them, the negative impulse toward action, which arises out of need, “is completely different from the
positive impulse born out of the desire to create situations, systems of organizations, or concrete
artifacts that enhance our life experiences” (Nelson & Stolterman 2012, p. 111). They proposed a
remarkable desire-based design framework that is, unfortunately, seldom referred to in Social Design
frameworks and methods.
People desire to flourish and not just survive. They may not need music or art to survive, but
they certainly desire them both. A need is a baseline condition that must be mitigated in
order to support and stabilize a given situation. The hungry need to be fed and the cold need
to be sheltered – but people desire to be more than “needy” creatures. Desire is the
destabilizing trigger for transformational change, which facilitates the emergence of new
possibilities and realizations of human “being”. (Nelson & Stolterman 2012, p. 110)
Inspired by their framework2, I have considered a Decolonial Desire-based Social Design. Several authors
from Other Centers —such as Audre Lorde, Marcos Faustini, Eve Tuck, Paulo Freire, and Amartya Sen —
had a significant impact on my thinking about the creative force of desire, as I describe in this paper.

2. Defining desire
Desire is a word loaded with different meanings for different contexts, disciplines, and traditions of
thinking. Several definitions of desire refer to cravings of pleasure, material goods, or recognition —
associating desire with lust and greed. It may denote a longing, a lack, an assemblage, a psychological
2

I frequently refer to Nelson and Stolterman, Ezio Manzini, and Stuart Walker to show that the ideas I present are
not exotic and exterior to design literature. On the contrary, they are an integral part of our discipline. However,
they are often disregarded in initiatives of the Global North that impact the Global South.
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structure, etc. Eve Tuck even wrote a paper disputing Gilles Deleuze’s conceptualization of desire. “I
wanted him to say that desire is smart, is wise. Agentic. Though I looked and looked for some indication
from him that he recognized desire as insight/ful, the recognition is not there” (Tuck 2010, p. 636). As
Tuck, I also understand and experience desire as agentic and wise, but most people do not.
Some conceptions of desire stress the suffering that the feeling of lack brings. However, the sense of
lack or incompletion is part and parcel of human experience. Paulo Freire (1970) argues that human
beings feel inherently incomplete. He describes men and women “as beings in the process of
becoming—as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and with a likewise unfinished reality” (Freire 1970, p.
84). From this feeling of incompletion, lack or dissatisfaction emerges the desire of change that is the
trigger to design— i.e., to create things that could change, and ultimately improve, the situation. It is our
yearning for completion that makes humans creative beings who create things and act upon the world
to transform it. There is no design without desire; it is fundamental to any process of creation and
change. Therefore, when Arturo Escobar proposes his notion of autonomous design, “that every
community practices the design of itself” (2017, p. 5), it must start from each community’s desire.
For Nelson and Stolterman, “desire can be understood as the ‘force’ that provides us with intrinsic
guidance and energy” (2012, p. 111). It is important to stress the term ‘force’, because desire is not a
thing or a pre-formed image. Briefly, desire is the force that turns us on. I understand desire as a bodily,
corporeal force related to motivation and enjoyment of action. We all recognize the feelings in our
bodies: what makes our heart sing, what puts a smile in our lips, what turns us on. Through the action of
desire, we recognize what is worth living for, what is valuable for us—instead of following external
definitions of what we should value.
Desire as a compass
Because it honestly indicates what has value to us, desire is a form of guidance and can act as an inner
compass. The social innovation program “Agencia de Redes Para Juventude”—created by Marcos
Faustini, a theater director born and raised in a favela (slum of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil)—uses the
metaphor of desire as a compass quite literally. Working with youth from marginalized backgrounds,
one of the program’s first exercises is the fabrication of a compass that points to their desire as their
North (Lisboa & Delfino 2014). Participants keep that compass at hand throughout the nine months of
the program to guide them towards realizing their initial desire, which can assume different forms. By
tapping into a desire, they use creative and drama-based methods to give shape to that desire and,
subsequently, to create projects that form the early stages of social enterprises (Peterson 2016).
We harness the powerful bodily energy that is desire when we conceive projects that excite us. This
excitement reveals that we have the energy to rise to the challenge and strive to materialize it.
Moreover, it shows that we will feel this action as fulfilling. On the other hand, action motivated by
need, even when it is absolutely necessary, feels like drudgery—it might be required, but not fulfilling.
That is why desire is the only energy that can sustain the long-term and intensive level of engagement
necessary to create significant social change.
Desire as Eros
As I mentioned, desire is not only a mental construction but has a bodily dimension, as the human life
force, Eros. Eros directs us to flourishing, as flowers are an expression of Eros in the plant kingdom. And
here, I refer to that which Black feminist Audre Lorde (2006) names as the Erotic.
The erotic is a resource within each of us that lies in a deeply female and spiritual plane,
firmly rooted in the power of our unexpressed or unrecognized feeling. In order to
perpetuate itself, every oppression must corrupt or distort those various sources of power
within the culture of the oppressed that can provide energy for change. (Lorde 2006, p. 87)
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Lorde (2006) argues that Western society has vilified, abused and devalued the erotic, relegating it to
the bedroom. By doing so, people live outside themselves, following external alien directives instead of
the guidance of desire. She explains that we have been raised to fear the “yes” within ourselves, our
deepest cravings.
I know first-hand what Lorde is talking about since the erotic cannot be felt secondhand. That deep
“yes” that reverberates in my body like an electric charge that moves upwards is what I name as the
force of desire. I learned to listen to this electric charge and to trust it as my wisest inner compass.
Usually, it manifests itself as a specific and immediate want (I want this) that charges my body with a
distinctive energy “yes”. The specific want, however, is not the desired destiny, but a pointer of my inner
compass, inviting me to walk in that direction.
Beyond the superficial, the considered phrase, “It feels right to me,” acknowledges the
strength of the erotic into a true knowledge, for what that means is the first and most
powerful guiding light toward any understanding. (…) The erotic is the nurturer or
nursemaid of all our deepest knowledge. (Lorde 2006, p. 89)
This is a capacity to listen to the body —and its embodied knowledge and wisdom—has been
suppressed in a patriarchal society. Patriarchy creates an anti-erotic society that vilifies our deep
desires, which are rooted in the feminine plane. And this vilification of desire is not an accident; it is an
essential component of the modernist project and capitalism.

3. The Promised Land of Modernity and The Desirable
The European model of life (Modernity) was disseminated throughout the globe (via colonialism and
globalization), establishing itself as the template of what is good, evolved, and desirable (Hall 1992;
Leitão 2018). In the preface of “Encountering Development,” Arturo Escobar wrote:
This book grew out of a sense of puzzlement: the fact that for many years the industrialized
nations of North America and Europe were supposed to be the indubitable models for the
societies of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the so-called Third World, and that these
societies must catch up with the industrialized countries, perhaps even become like them.
(2012, p. xlv)
As he remarks, the desirability of this model is never questioned. In the narrative of Modernity, the
model of life of Western civilization is the evolutionary destiny of humanity, the one and only and
universal pathway towards the future—and following this only pathway constitute “development”. In
other words, what is universally desirable is a given, Western civilization has already defined. This
definition of The Desirable is so ubiquitous that people do not even have a vocabulary to properly refer
to other societies and models of life. People refer to societies, countries, and cultures as developed,
developing, and underdeveloped, indicating their level of success in following the recipe.
Not only Western civilization has established itself as the desirable model, but spreads promises that
people will be better off by adopting its model. The modernist project entails constructing the desire to
become modern (or ‘developed’) as the point of arrival for the entire humanity.
The implicit message is that some kind of future Utopia of sustainable perfection is actually
attainable, where our environmental and social problems will be solved through the
ingenious application of advanced, super-efficient, non-polluting technologies. (Walker
2010, p. 104)
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This pre-constructed desire, ‘the promised land of modernity’, is disseminated throughout the planet by
the media— images, literature, music, cinema, etc. Designers, particularly graphic designers, are
responsible for creating visual representations of what is deemed as desirable.
An essential aspect of the capitalist consumer society is the promise that a product or a service can fulfill
your dreams and make you happier (Walker 2010). As Stuart Walker states, modernity “sought to
advance human happiness, meaning and fulfillment through industrialization and the consumption of
material goods” (2010: 106). The world becomes a supermarket: “life choices tend to considered as
choices among marketable goods” (Vezzoli & Manzini 2008, p. 16). The negative effects of externally
pre-defined desires are also visible within the Western culture: environmental crisis, overconsumption,
a crisis of meaning, social inequality, and so on.
Repeating, in Western Modern civilization, the desirable is pre-defined externally. Therefore, the active
exercise of Desire, of listening to our deep yearnings and engaging with our creative impulse, does not
have space in Modern society. Immediate wants, on the other hand, are encouraged with the promise
that everything we want or need can be purchased as a product or service. Capitalism involves several
activities, such as design and marketing, into the continual creation of new wants, multiplying
dissatisfaction, and stimulating overconsumption. This model is intrinsically environmentally and socially
unsustainable (Vezzoli & Manzini 2008). Socially unsustainable because most people on Earth do not
have the purchasing power to attain a product-based well-being. Environmentally unsustainable
because the Earth simply does not have enough resources to sustain all the inhabitants of the planet in a
similar way to of life(Vezzoli & Manzini 2008). Nonetheless, the promises of Modernity continue to be
exported to the rest of the world.
Under the spell of neo-liberalism and the magic of the media promoting it, modernity and
modernization, together with democracy, are being sold as a package trip to the promised
land of happiness (…) Yet, when people do not buy the package willingly or have other ideas
of how economy and society should be organized, they become subject to all kinds of direct
and indirect violence. (Mignolo 2007, p. 450)
The hegemonic narrative, however, is not one of violence. On the contrary, it is a narrative of heroism
and salvation—the modern hero is there to save the poor people in need (Leitão 2018)— “whether as
Christianity, civilization, modernization and development after WWII or market democracy after the fall
of the Soviet Union” (Mignolo 2007, p. 463). The devastating consequences of the “salvation” are never
included in the hegemonic narrative of the West. When designing with people outside of the Center,
Social Design becomes another instrument of “salvation” characterized by a needs-based approach. I do
believe designers can contribute to the emergence of the Pluriverse, as long as we put the salvation
mindset behind us.

4. Needs-based vs. Desire-based
Nelson and Stolterman (2012) argue that a needs-based design assumes that the right outcome is
known from the start. In the modern worldview, the ultimate desired outcome is already a given: the
Western model of life (but in a hypothetical sustainable version). In collaborations with communities
outside of the Center, the current emphasis on their needs (instead of their desires) reveals that the
destination is assumedly known, and designers try to help people get there.
Need implies that the desired situation is clearly understood, and that the real state of
affairs, which is also clearly understood, is an undesired one. The difference between the
desired state and the actual state is framed as the problem. It is also assumed that there is

7

no difficulty in determining the needs that must be satisfied in order to realize the desired
state. (Nelson & Stolterman 2012, p. 109-10)
In other words, needs refer to the distance between the current situation and the desired one, and the
desired situation is already known. Therefore, a needs-based approach is conservative, implying the
reproduction of a model of life, and not encouraging the creation of new possibilities of life, new
cultural models, or new forms of world-making. In this frame of mind, we are not even creating the
future by design, as we already know the point of arrival. Creativity is limited to the design of technofixes (attempts to fix the ‘glitches’ of the modern model). Even as we recognize that this model of life is
leading us to unsustainability, we keep designing band-aids to the model instead of questioning it and
being open to new definitions of the desirable.
On the other hand, a desire-based approach is open-ended, as the transition towards a Pluriverse is an
open-ended transition (Escobar 2020). Because Western civilization is a world of only one world, other
models of life have been suppressed (and this a story that involves many forms of violence). “It is
precisely because other possibilities have been turned into ‘impossibles’ that we find it so difficult to
imagine other realities” (Escobar 2020, p. 3). Escobar (2020) argues that speaking of other possibles and
other realities entails a totally different understanding of what change and transformation are.
Consequently, a civilizational transformation will not start from a clear vision of other realities already in
place. As Nelson and Stolterman state, in needs-based approaches, people speak of a “vision” as a goal
to reach, often as a preformed image, “whereas a desire-based change process leads to a desired
outcome but does not start with that outcome neatly in place” (2012, p. 110). They suggest a close
relationship between desire and intention—intentionality referring to an expression of aim and
direction animated by will. Intention should be understood “as the aiming and subsequent emergence
of a desired outcome” (Nelson & Stolterman 2012, p. 113).
One of the key concepts concerning intention arose in the philosophic discourse of the
Middle Ages. At that time, the idea of aim, as in aiming an arrow, became central to the
unfolding meaning of intention. That is, that intention is not the target, not the outcome,
not the purpose, nor an end state, but is principally the process of choosing or giving
direction to effort (Nelson & Stolterman 2012, p. 113).
In terms of creating new possibilities of life, what is the final result? We do not know yet; we will be
doing something that has never been done before. We have to learn to live with uncertainty, knowing
that we follow the compass of desire but not yet seeing the final result, which is the ultimate creative
(and not conservative) mode. Metaphorically, desire-based social change is about trailblazing with the
help of a compass. Therefore desire is the force that we engage when our task is to create new ways of
shaping the human presence on this planet and new ways of world-making.

4.1. Damage-centered vs. desire-based
Not only designers think in terms of needs, deficits and problems. Social sciences also face similar
challenges. In 2009, North-American Indigenous scholar Eve Tuck asked indigenous communities,
scholars, and educators to consider the negative long-term impact of what she calls damage-focused
research —that is, “research that intends to document peoples’ pain and brokenness to hold those in
power accountable for their oppression” (Tuck 2009, p. 409). She is particularly concerned with research
that invites oppressed peoples to speak, but only speak their pain. She explains that damage-center
research “looks to historical exploitation, domination, and colonization to explain contemporary
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brokenness, such as poverty, poor health, and low literacy” (Tuck 2009, p. 413). Damage-centered
research is embedded in Social Design methods under the name of empathy3.
Tuck (2009) argues that this kind of research unintentionally pathologizes local communities, operating
with a flawed theory of change that reinforces a one-dimensional notion of these people as depleted
and broken. For her, this “theory of change is flawed because it assumes that it is outsiders, not
communities, who hold the power to make changes” (Tuck 2010, p. 638). Social designers tend to
portray themselves as agents of social change. While damage-centered narratives end up pathologizing
local communities, a needs-centered Social Design focuses on addressing their damages, furthering the
disempowering narrative.
Referring to social science and participatory action research (PAR), Tuck (2009) recognizes that there
was a time and place for damage-centered approaches. However, in her conversations with Indigenous
elders, “they agree that a time for shift has come, that damage-centered narratives are no longer
sufficient” (Tuck 2009, p. 415-16). The shift suggested by Tuck is to craft research to capture desire
instead of damage.
I submit that a desire-based framework is an antidote to damage-centered research. An
antidote stops and counteracts the effects of a poison, and the poison I am referring to here
is not the supposed damage of Native communities, urban communities, or other
disenfranchised communities but the frameworks that position these communities as
damaged. (Tuck 2009, p. 416).
I suggest that Social Design practitioners should hone our craft to respond primarily to the communities’
desire. We have considerable work ahead to develop the theoretical foundations and methodology of a
desire-based Social Design—as design literature is filled with damage-centered research and needsbased approaches.

4.2. Reproduction, resistance and desire
Furthermore, Tuck proposes that desire may interrupt the binary of reproduction of social inequity
versus resistance. “Desire is a thirding of the dichotomized categories of reproduction and resistance”
(Tuck 2009, p. 419).
As the European model of life (Modernity) was disseminated throughout the globe, it created the
uneven relationship center-periphery where the Center becomes the template of what is good, evolved,
and desirable. In this worldview, indigenous and non-Western peoples, the Others, were destined to
discontinue their traditions, and “become just like us” (Sahlins 1999). But there is a catch, because of
structural racism, people from certain ethnicities would never “become one of us”, remaining excluded
from the hegemonic society. In fact, the “others” are part of the single reality created by Modernity—
Center and periphery are integral parts of the same system. In other words, product-based well-being
only exists because peoples were exploited and expropriated.
The margins can resist the model of the Center and have resisted for centuries. After five centuries of
colonization in America, Indigenous people have not vanished and still have a distinct culture. I can even
discuss the possibilities of the Pluriverse because of the peoples who resisted colonization, who resisted
assimilation, who resisted development. Any discussion about many worlds can only occur because
many people did not desire to become modern and resisted.
3

Empathy, as a human capacity, is fundamental to the work of a designer. However, in many Social Design
methods, it refers to a form of damage-centered research.
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Resistance is established as an opposition to the center, forming a dichotomy. Even though it is
fundamental, it is a reactive force. I believe it is better to consider it as a starting point. The way out of
the dichotomy is the creation and recognition of new possibilities and multiple models of life — thus
creating the future by design, instead of by default.

Image 2: The dichotomy reproduction vs. resistance and the third force (desire).
The first two arrows (reproduction and resistance) are aligned with Modernity – one says ‘yes’ and the
other says ‘no’. Desire creates a third force, a new alternative. The third arrow can go to multiple
directions. Nonetheless, it is important to note that the first two arrows remain active, as long as the
“universalizing” processes unleashed by Colonialism and Globalization continue to act.

4.3. Needs and fulfillment
A friend listened to my claims for a desire-based approach but argued that there are real baseline needs.
“We cannot ignore them; Maslow did not make them up”, she stated. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of
human needs is an often-cited reference that has profoundly impacted how people think about human
motivation and needs. In his hierarchy, at the base of the pyramid, we have the physiological needs that
support homeostasis—i.e., people need food and water to survive. “In addition to physiological needs,
Maslow posited needs for safety, belongingness and love, esteem, and self-actualization, in ascend
ascending order on the hierarchy” (Koltko-Rivera 2006, p. 303). At the top, we find self-actualization,
which refers to the desire for self-fulfillment (Maslow 1943; Koltko-Rivera 2006). Supposedly, people
would only pursue the need for self-actualization once the other needs have been met.
It is quite true that man lives by bread alone—when there is no bread. But what happens to
man’s desires when there is plenty of bread and when his belly is chronically filled?
At once other (and “higher”) needs emerge and these, rather than physiological hungers,
dominate the organism. And when these in turn are satisfied, again new (and still “higher”)
needs emerge and so on. This is what we mean by saying that the basic human needs are
organized into a hierarchy of relative prepotency. (Maslow 1943, 375)
From his framework, after basic needs are met, “higher” needs can emerge. One could imagine that
communities struggling against poverty, violence, and oppression would not be able to (re)design their
circumstances and create new forms of life. And yet, as Escobar (2017) argues, it is precisely in those
cases—in Indigenous, Afrodescendant, and peasant communities in Latin America— that the examples
of life projects and new visions for the future are flourishing. In South-America, where I come from, we
see again and again examples of communities struggling with the two lowest levels of Maslow’s needs
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create life projects based on their own visions of a “good life” (Barras 2004; Blaser 2019). The creation
of visions of the good life refers to the search for fulfillment —the highest order in Maslow’s hierarchy.
In needs-based and damage-centered approaches, there is the tendency to focus on the lowest levels of
Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs—and those levels are usually defined and framed in terms of a
material lack or deficiency. It also seems that the empathy proposed by many Social Design methods is
particularly tuned in to the basic levels. As a result, we see numerous Social Design projects in which
designers “co-design” things —e.g., techno-fixes or services— to respond to lower-level needs.
Again, there is a flawed theory of change behind the focus on addressing baseline needs. People imagine
that once the basic level needs are met, people can thrive. Or that once “fixing” the problem that was
preventing the community from having their basic needs met, they would do well. Unfortunately, what
we often see is disempowerment and creating a cycle of dependency on external resources (Douglas
2004; Eade 2007; Sen 1999; Srinivasan 2012). In this sense, this theory of change is the twin brother of
the one that assumes that only outsiders, people from the hegemonic social groups, hold power to
make changes (Freire 1968/2005; Tuck 2010).
I am not suggesting that communities outside do not need external resources or having their basic
needs met. On the contrary, many of them are struggling with poverty, and many of them need the
support of outsiders. Even Bruno Barras—leader of the Yshiro-Ebitoso people of the Paraguayan Chaco,
who proposed the concept of ‘life-projects’ instead of ‘development projects’—affirmed:
For us to carry on this life project we need the respectful support of donors and financing
institutions from the North. We need them to consult Indigenous leaders and listen to them.
(…) I cannot find a stronger way of expressing the urgent need for direct contact between
donors and Indigenous leaders to avoid the waste of resources and to remove the mistrust
of Indigenous peoples' capacity to manage their own lives. (Barras 2004, p. 51)
I argue that it is detrimental and disempowering to center collaborative relationships on people’s basic
or material needs. Moreover, I argue that the most basic human need (if we keep Maslow’s conceptual
framework) is the possibility of self-actualization, of flourishment, of achieving fulfillment. It is this
prospect that creates a feeling of dignity.
Economist Amartya Sen (1999) argued that it would be wrong, and have disastrous consequences, to
consider that poverty is merely a question of lack of material resources. For him, ultimately, what the
poor are denied is their human fulfillment. And as suggested by Nelson and Stolterman (2012), we have
to use our desires to understand how we can fulfill our lives and flourish.

5. The complexity of desire
Nelson and Stolterman that in our culture “desires are often treated as low-level needs—things that we
wish but could live without” (2012, p. 111). Therefore, desire is seen as something superfluous — and
examining capitalist society, indeed it is. As people allowed an external definition of value and desire to
guide them, this force became superfluous.
When I argue for a desire-based design, I am not suggesting that desires are always good. On the
contrary, desires can be very detrimental to individuals and groups of people. I suggest to bring desires
to the light and actively engage with them. As Tuck states, “desire flashes out that which has been
hidden or what happens behind our backs” (2009, p. 420). Nelson and Stolterman elaborate on the
complex and contradictory nature of desire:
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But desires are not all good. To reveal our desires, we have to name them, reflect upon them
and examine them. When we examine our desires, we often find the bag fairly well mixed,
with both the good and the bad. It is necessary in this process to accept both types of desire.
Over time, we learn to discipline the negative desires and live out the positive ones. To
differentiate positive desires from negative ones is one of our lifelong tasks as human beings
(2012, p. 111).
For them, it is important to become aware of our desires — a process Rosaleen Trainor called
‘befriending our desires’ (cited in Nelson & Stolterman 2012, p. 111)—so we can accept their role in our
lives and use them as a form of guidance.
Learning to differentiate positive desires from negative ones is not only a lifelong task, but it is one of
the most important collective tasks for a civilizational transition. For centuries, we have not nurtured
and practiced the capacity to use desire as a source of guidance and energy. Particularly, we do not
know how to distinguish an agentic desire from a craving or passive externally defined desire —we do
not know how to befriend our desires. On the opposite, in our anti-erotic society, we learned to either
mistrust desire and reject it wholesale, or indulge in our wants. What I learned by befriending my
desires: an agentic desire is an idea that energizes me. As I learned to recognize that electric charge, I
learned that I can trust it.
In the Brazilian program “Agencia de Redes Para Juventude” [Agencia], participants are led to befriend
their desires as the first step to develop agency. As already mentioned, participants build a compass
from their desire that will guide them throughout the process. Giving visible shape to their desires and
naming them allows the participants to refine them in order to generate projects that might have a
positive impact on their communities (Lisboa & Delfino 2014). Lisboa and Delfino make a case for using
specifically the term ‘desire’ and not dreams or aspirations. They affirm that the realization of dreams
and aspirations can be very distant from the experience of youth from the favelas. Desire, on the other,
being more immediate to their experience, is an invitation to action. The term desire adds more
emphasis on what someone indeed wants to do, create, conceive and make (Lisboa & Delfino 2014).

5.1. Creating desire-based frameworks and methods
Tuck suggests that desire-based frameworks are “concerned with understanding complexity,
contradiction, and the self-determination of lived lives (2009, p. 416). Therefore, we are not talking
about realizing an idea that we deem as desirable straight away. First, we have to examine, name, and
visualize our desires honestly. We can use visual methods, crafts, or drama techniques to allow
participants to reflect upon, discuss the contradictions with other people, and understand the direction
towards which their desires are gesturing. We have to see the immediate wants that are involved and
start to distinguish craves and passive (externally defined) desires from the agentic desires. The
distinction is not by any means clear; sometimes craves and wants are gesturing towards a deeper
impulse. Therefore, working with desires embraces complexity and contradiction.
It is important to mention that, in design, sometimes people use the expression “creating desirable
futures” or “visualizing desirable futures”. Here we are not talking about engaging directly with desire,
but we are creating aspirational horizons. Dreams, visions and aspirations are accepted in modern
society, and even encouraged. Desires, on the other hand, are vilified.
When we work with dreams and aspirations, we can keep a needs-based approach, in which the desired
final state is pre-defined or defined at the start of the process. A desire-based approach embraces openended exploration. To create new possible and new futures—that which we do not know yet— we have
to combine aspirations, dreams, and vision with the force of desire. What is the difference? We can
have a dream and never act on it. We can create a desirable vision and do not know how to give the first
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step, and then the second step. Desires, however, are agentic, as Tuck (2010) suggests. For Lisboa and
Delfino, they are an invitation to action. Desire refers to be ready to act, awakened, excited, energized,
eager. That is the force that makes real change happen.
Recognizing the power of the erotic within our lives can give us the energy to pursue
genuine change within our world, rather than merely settling for a shift of characters in the
same weary drama. (Lorde 2006, p. 91).

6. Conclusion
This paper made a case for Social Design researchers and practitioners to hone our craft to respond
primarily to the communities’ desire. If a world of many centers is a world where multiple worlds can
flourish, Pluriversal Design is a form of design that aims to nurture alternative ways of world-making,
and to support to the construction of other worlds by people outside of the Center. In this endeavor, I
argue that Pluriversal Design is necessarily desire-based.
What is needed to create a world of many centers? A concentrated effort to establish the theoretical
foundations, methodology and methods of a desire-based Social Design.
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La interpretación de nuestra realidad con esquemas ajenos sólo contribuye a hacernos
cada vez más desconocidos, cada vez menos libres, cada vez más solitaries.
(Márquez, 1982, para. 7)
This paper responds to the call to move away from the centre and to design from many
centres. We need to address cultural colonisation and systemisation; to counter
misdirection and deceit in order to reveal – not merely the ‘centre’ but the ‘systems of
the underside’: structures and systems that arise in the past and which continue to “cloud
our eyes” in graphic design communication. Inspired by the works of Walter Mignolo,
Arturo Escobar and Boaventura de Souza Santos, which expose the ‘systems of the
underside’ and the notion of ‘ecologies of knowledge’ in order to disentangle (and free)
or unlink these epistemologies that get lost in western-modes of representation; and by
the calls from commentators such as Tony Fry and Donna Haraway who observe that the
idea of universality remains blinkered by its own artifice and only serve to create others
as its subjects, this paper interrogates cartography and typography as graphic
representations of cultural systems and their consequent impacts in the construction of
an epistemology for the new, colonised world. Through this critique and unveiling, we
follow some story lines in order to reveal the ways that lines create an iron cage. We hope
to find, perhaps even create, fractures in the systems and opportunities for pluriverses.
Designs for the pluriverse; systems; cartography; typography

1. Introduction: maps and type – the master’s tools?
For hundreds of years maps and typefaces have been mediators (J. B. Harley, 1988; Loxley, 2004)
between the experienced, embodied world and the perceived, symbolic world (Lefebvre, 1991). Both—
maps and type—are used to represent worlds and stories to fit and serve the standpoints and cultural
envelopes (Law, 1984) of those who create them. Cartography and typography were (are?) essential
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tools for the European expansion over the world, and served well the purposes of colonisation as tools
for appropriation and management of land and languages (Mishra & Hodge, 1991; Nietschmann, 1995).
While stories of the “new world” were told and new boundaries were drawn, the stories of the peoples
who already lived in conquered lands, their own boundaries and ways of seeing and understanding their
countries were changed, erased and re-told by means of the same tools: Latin typography and
cartographic maps.
Maps and type are powerful tools, apparently open to any uses, mere carriers of meaning (Warde,
1955). On the face of it a map as a combination of signs and symbols the describes a physical world
might communicate multiple universes, for example a map which defines county, states, transport etc.
can also represent Indigenous lands as well as ecological features. However, this is not the same as
representing the Pluriverse. Pluriverses are convivial, dialogical and numerous – not merely an instance
multiplied. They exist independent of the state and the corporations. The focus of pluriversity is on
delinking—delinking from uni-versal, westernised thought and mechanisms. Delinking from the unseen
systems that establish and maintain the idea that whatever comes from the centres of power have more
importance and should dominate other types of thinking, creating and being in the world. To enable the
Pluriverse project, we need new tools. Tools that emerge from the decolonial project, tools that emerge
from the Pluriverse itself. And we need to know that those tools will not merely continue to rebuild ‘the
masters’ house’. As Mignolo (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018) observes: “if another world is possible, it cannot
be built with the conceptual tools inherited from the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. It cannot be
built with the master’s tools”.
We believe one of these tools is decolonial criticality informed by philosophy, imagination and creativity,
a kind of ‘making of as opposed to merely ‘breaking of’, and that, as designers, we need to—through our
practices—be able to see and reveal the hidden systems of the underside that define and make possible
the existence and propagation of what Weber once called the iron cage of modernity (Weber, 2002),
and be able to see and operate beyond them into pluriversality. Segato (Segato & McGlazer, 2018) puts
it more searingly:
With its colonial preconditions and its patriarchal public sphere, modernity is a machine
for producing anomalies and organizing purges: it stabilizes norms, quantifies
punishments, catalogs pain, privatizes culture, archives experience, monumentalizes
memory, essentializes identities, commodifies life, mercantilizes the earth, and levels
temporalities. (p.204)
These systems are so embedded in our cultures and lives—mostly through design—that become part of
our daily routines without ever being questioned. Mundane things like maps or the Latin alphabet are
examples of those kinds of systems. The aim is not to deny the effectiveness of these tools, but to reveal
how their existence as dominant systems help establish and maintain the status quo at the same time
that it erases the possibility of other ways of representing and consequently, understanding land and
words. Looking at maps and typography from a decolonial perspective might help us question and
hopefully break the cycle of “uni-versality” (one verse, one word, one way to say and represent things —
“one to rule them all”), as opposed to pluri-versality. In order to achieve this, we deconstruct the
systems that lie underneath maps and typography and show examples of how it is (and have been
applied) in different places and times, as well as examples of other ways to represent the world and the
word, that have been “made unimportant”, forgotten or erased.
It is here that we need to be aware of the way that such systems work; their capacity to absorb,
categorise and include in themselves all other ways of being. As Haraway attests in her feminist critique
of science and technology, the claim of objectivity has the effect of relegating the voices of others to the
non-objective; the non-scientific and therefore the potential object of rigorous study rather than equals.
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Universality is blinkered by its own artifice, seeking perhaps to understand and comprehend with
honourable intention but caught within the iron cage of its own making. As a counter-point to this, de
Sousa Santos (de Sousa Santos, 2007) recommends an ecology of knowledges. The reframing of our
relationships with knowledge from the autocracy of the one to recognition of plurality and
interrelationships. The turning from constraint to opportunity.
In order to disentangle (and free) or delink these epistemologies that get lost in western-modes of
representation and through the process of re-telling stories of cartography and typography, we seek the
small fractures in such systems that might provide different, pluriversal opportunities and escape from
Weber’s iron cage in all its forms but particularly Ingold’s (Ingold, 2007, 2015) discussion and analysis of
the power of lines to change the world. We hope that finding such fractures will permit the earthquakes
that will eventually expose the systems of the underside.
The contributions of this paper are threefold: (i) it provides a deeper understanding of the role of
designed artefacts and the systems that underpin graphic communication design on the construction of
onto-epistemologies and building of “worlds”; (ii) it demonstrates the for designers to decolonise their
thinking by widening their gaze and allowing for non-hegemonic practices to emerge; and (iii) it
acknowledges how far these perspectives can stretch toward the future to articulate politics that allow
everyone the right to have a future (Martins & Oliveira, 2016) that matches the diverse ways of knowing
and living in the planet, rather than that of the designer’s own.

2. Systems of the underside
Both typography and cartography in the contemporary era are products of the combination of material
culture and onto-epistemic systems. Contemporary maps and representations of the world depend on
Cartesian coordinates made concrete in the service of power (Law, 1984) and the universality of
measurement (Haraway, 1991). Similarly, typefaces depend on resonant mobility within a grid, and on
the systematic arrangement of elements for letter shapes to make sense when put together. Both also
depend on a symbolic agreement to be understood and properly interpreted. With European expansion
and colonisation, these systems were brought to various parts of the world and were imposed and
adopted as a way to translate and represent local knowledges that were not represented in a system
that was understandable (or controllable) by the colonisers (Verran, 1998). What this creates is a
contemporary society where local Indigenous peoples around the world have been forced, for
generations, to explain and represent their own ways of being and living in the planet by using tools of
representation (typographic writing and maps) that were designed by the colonisers and made to fit
their own onto-epistemologies, causing a continuous cycle of story-erasing. While local stories are
ignored; origins in the rise of the state and roles in establishing social relations are obscured behind the
notion of utility and service. This results in far more than the creation of a centre (Spivak, 1988;
Thiong'o, 1993) —a notion which implies the possibility of movement away from a gravitational pull—
rather it denotes an invisible infrastructure and an entangled meshwork which underlies all expression
of place and culture and is much harder to untwine as it cannot be seen.
Critical to this process is the recognition that maps and type are more than surface, that both exist as
material artifacts and as a result of systems and processes which use material artifacts. For example, the
development of seagoing chronometers facilitated the production of maps which use lines of latitude
and longitude which at once shape the depiction of the world and allow navigation across oceans. Or
the matrices (moulds) that are used to cast the individual yet homogenised letters of moveable type
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that shapes and forms expectations (and requirements) for sharing meaning. The unveiling (Freire, 1972,
1994) of onto-epistemic threads that are woven through designed artifacts, takes lessons learned from
material culture and understandings that artifacts also embody stories and meaning. Material objects
are more than receptacles of cultural concepts, values and meaning making, they are part of the cultural
conversation and co-creator in its dynamic. Objects and artefacts tell their own stories. As Tilley et al.
(Tilley, Keane, Küchler, Rowlands, & Spyer, 2006) observe: cultural values, ideas and meaning-making
are represented, reproduced and legitimised actively through the medium of cultural objects. These
material culture approaches propose that artifacts not only tell stories but that these stories have
ramifications on the way in which other stories are told through them. The material artefacts are both
the stories and story tellers. An essential tool in these analytical approaches is to interrogate the artifact
as a story-maker. To ask questions that facilitate critical awareness (Freire, 1972): What is the story of
this artifact? What does this story reveal? What does it silence? Where does it come from? What other
stories does it release into the world and, most importantly (Turner, 2015) whose story is it anyway?
The problem with the systems that are the underside of modernity is that they are at once visible and
invisible. Their presence and claims to usefulness for all purposes and perspectives—and so their
universality—have become so interiorised that that while they sit in full view, they remain un-perceived
as story making systems, instead apparently offering untainted support for any content. In many
contemporary contexts, such systems are the only language available for communication, for example
when Amazonian Indigenous cultures seek to communicate their stories and presence using Google
Earth mapping technologies or when the first nations object to a pipeline across their lands. There is a
dreadful tension in this, as Mignolo (2018, p. 7) observes:
If “another world is possible,” it cannot be built with the conceptual tools inherited
from the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. It cannot be built with the master’s tools,
as Audre Lorde reminded us a number of years back, “for the master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house.
Whether we can ever really answer Mignolo’s call and enable the Pluriverse without the master’s tools
is deeply challenging, particularly for those whose existence is threatened and there is a clear and
immediate urgency. We can at least interrogate the systems and seek pivotal moments in their stories
which might create fractures, foster the imagination and so enable new designing and opportunities for
ecologies of knowledge. Moments where alternatives are possible and where the apparent iron cage of
the system and its story can be seen, as Miyazaki’s Princess Mononoke suggests ‘with eyes unclouded’.

3. Systems that shape the world
There are many places to start unveiling the map as a story-maker and unravel its story-ing effects.
Perhaps the most important is to understand what the modern western map is. The idea of map making
and production of ‘useful’ spatial representation is conflated with progress and civilization. The idea of
cartographic science, “naturalizes the map, and this has the effect of universalizing it; it also obscures its
origins in the rise of the state; and it ignores its role in the establishment and maintenance of social
relations in those societies where it exists” (Wood & Krygier, 2009)(p. 1). Universalising the map as
useful and indicative of ‘civilisation’ often means that potentially other systems are encountered in
terms of the cartographic map. Many of the earliest painted marks on cave walls or carvings graffitied
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onto stones in and around the ruins of antiquarian civilisation have been analysed as having
‘cartographic purpose’. However, without the context of their inscription, such analysis is but conjecture
for understanding the system of the ‘other’, interpreted, once again, as tokens for a system that is
recognizable from a perspective of modernity. As Harley and Woodward (J. Harley & Woodward, 1987)
observe, map-like artifacts are powerful cultural archives, serving “as memory banks for spatial data and
as mnemonics for societies without printing” (p. 1), thus imposing what Alpers (Alpers, 1983) has called
‘service to science’ and prioritizing the ideals of the European enlightenment over cultural meaning and
confirming the notion of progress from the ‘map-like’ to the ‘actual’ (from the western perspective)
cartographic. This also confirms an extraordinary stamp of validation on both maps and type as forms of
communication of meaning and at the same time forging a connection between the two systems and
the specific onto-epistemic understanding of knowledge created by the grand narratives of modernity.
The history of the modern map and the desire for accurate representation has much (all?) to do with, as
Segato (2018) observes, the idea of commodification and mercantilization of land. It has its roots in the
cadastral maps of the Roman conquerors of Europe that show boundaries and land ownership, and the
portolan charts of the early European sailors who noted names of their way stages along a line which
roughly corresponded to the shape of the coast they sailed along. A cadastral map essentially shows
property boundaries, it is in essence an artifact which consolidates power and ownership. The earliest
cadastral maps or cadastres are recorded in 77AD during a period when the Roman state hoped to
garner a clear record of lost rental returns from its far-flung occupied territories. While their use was
less noticeable during the subsequent medieval periods which focused on more overtly narrative maps,
the cadastral system itself didn’t disappear but reverted to textual descriptions such as those of Giraldus
Cambrensis (Geoffrey of Wales) or the ‘Great Survey’ (also known as the Domesday Book)
commissioned by William the Conqueror in 1086 in order to categorise and value his newly acquired
lands. The use of cadastral maps re-emerged in the Netherlands during the 16th and 17th centuries as
Europe experienced the results of its own colonial ventures and the rise of capitalism resulted in a need
for artifacts which could be used to control land as a source of production.
Portolan charts, or the “first true maps” from the universalist perspective (Beazley, 1904), were
produced during the seafaring empire building days of the Italian, Portuguese and Spanish. As journey
artifacts designed to fulfil utilitarian purpose, they demanded a high degree of accuracy and used
another storied artifact, the compass, in order to provide dependable accurate information. Such
artifacts were vital in what is sometimes euphemistically referred to as ‘the age of discovery’; the period
of European expansion between the 15th and 18th centuries and the rise of European colonialism.
Indeed, Portugal and Spain considered them akin to state secrets as possession of a map was already
equated to potential possession of the location itself (J. B. Harley, 1988). The age of discovery turned
into the age of empires, and maps, as Harley attests, quickly became the means by which lands
‘belonging to no one’ (or at least no one the colonial powers recognized as equals) were claimed and
conquered in the name of the colonial power, long before the actual colonists themselves arrived.
Gerardus Mercator’s 1569 cartographic projection of the globe with its distorted weight on the northern
hemisphere, while being a feature of the mathematical dilemmas of projecting a globe onto a flat
surface, is also an act of prioritizing and positioning some countries as ascendant, literally at the top of
the map, metaphorically in a controlling position in the world which is now available for exploration.
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Figure 1 Double Hemisphere Sampler, 1812, United Kingdom, by Anne Hammond. Source: Te Papa (GH016925)

The cartographic endeavour of the 18th century saw the map—as we understand it
contemporaneously—take form. Between 1733 and 1740, Jacques Cassini and his son undertook the
first large scale survey of France resulting in the first full map of France and the first rigorous principles
of cartographic production. These ‘rigorous’ principles also did much to confirm what Wood and Krygier
(2009) refer to as the naturalization of the map; the idea that the process of map making is an objective
process, enacted scientifically, with a transparent outcome free of cultural perspective and bias. More
pertinent was John Harrison’s development of a chronometer which could keep time accurately enough
for ships to discover their longitudinal positions away from any coastline and so traverse open oceans.
The prime meridian was established by George Airy in 1851 at Greenwich, London, and the lines that
form the grid of the iron cage elegantly drawn around the world and interiorised to the extent that they
are understood as a universal system from the hand sewn school girl sampler (Figure 1) to the invisible
but ever-present GPS network.
The beginning of the 19th century saw consolidation of power in colonial enterprise. Cartography and
the accurate mapping of new territories was inextricably linked to the creation of territory and the
claiming of resources. Where portolan charts were once highly valued in order to articulate distance and
journey to parts of the world, their intent was merged with that of the cadastral to both depict location
and underscore possession. The continued development of technologies to accurately represent lands
also had the effect of further distinguishing civilization and progress from nature and subjectivity. Any
and all land, surveyed through the same rigorous application of science and technology became
potential territory to be exploited. This system of the underside was also used to map and claim the
underside of the lands as well as the surfaces as William ‘Strata’ Smith and others like him surveyed the
geological layers of the landscape and added a temporal dimension to the representation of space, now
classified as potential territory in time as well as space (Willis, 2012), as such geological maps could be
used to search for resources like the carboniferous deposits laid down in the Palaeozoic era. The global
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was also packaged and categorized and early Atlases made their appearance with books of maps, like
Cassell & Co.’s 1893 Universal Atlas, organized by country and continent, indexed like museum artifacts,
utilitarian in design, easy to explore and predicated to objective science.
To return to Harley’s dictum that maps help make sense of the universe (Harley and Woodward, 1987),
what does our contemporary emphasis on cartographic science do to Australian Indigenous
understandings about country, not as landscape, but as character and entity (Rose, 1996)? In Australian
Indigenous stories, the landscape, country, is indeed the mnemonic and living site of inscription of
meaning. As contemporary discussions about First Nation land rights attests, there are immediate
clashes between the perspectives embedded in the cartographic map and Indigenous meaning making
(Fox, Krisnawati, & Hershock, 2005) whereby the urgent need for communities to communicate their
roots and traditions in places means they must risk epistemic violence and work with Mignolo’s ‘
master’s tools’ or be lost themselves.
Here is a fracture that makes the system of the underside and the invisible visible. Indigenous visual
communications of landscape are not maps as we have come to understand and accept, their service is
not to an idea of science and measurement, commodifying and mercantilizing the earth as Segato
(2018) puts it, but a more embodied idea of movement and connection. In her discussion of an
Australian Indigenous understanding of country where western onto-epistemic terminologies such as
‘natural’ or ‘wild’ and ‘boundaries’ make no sense, Deborah Rose Bird says (Rose, 2012): “… country
exists where life flows through many species, and where recursions of mutual benefit form loops of
entangled and emplaced connections” (p. 10). In this view, country is multiple, a plurality made up of
people, animals, plants, stories, stones; it has beginnings and futures and what we might call
‘personhood’. The grid of the modern map becomes almost literally a cage when lines and
measurements are applied effectively turning the personhood and place of country into abstract space.
For anthropologist Tim Ingold, place, once constructed as meaning making, is not discrete (as in a place)
but rather continuously enacted through movement between (along and through) places (Ingold, 2011).
To be in place, argues Ingold, is to inhabit somewhere. Inhabiting is a process. We do not merely inhabit
a home but also the pathways between home and elsewhere. As Ingold remarks (p. 34), “habitation is
lineal. That is to say, it takes people not across the land surface but along the paths that lead from place
to place”. This is reflected in the place - meaning making symbols (not map symbols for to call them that
is to undermine the usefulness of the fracture) in Australian Indigenous imagery where concentric rings
indicate a site of meaning joined to other sites moving fluidly across both land and sky.
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Figure 2 Meddo chart. Source: Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division

Roth (Roth, 2009), echoing Rose, calls this clash between systems a clash between a system which
abstracts and flattens and a system of complexity. Pearce and Louis (Pearce & Louis, 2008) consider
both the urgency and importance of Indigenous uses of mapping technologies in the light of the richness
of Indigenous place-based meaning making and reframing the languages of cartography. The lines that
our tools from the sextant to the chronometer to the Global Positioning Satellite create that have been
so far described as being part of that same iron cage are not exclusive tools. Lots of activities, artifacts
and processes proceed along lines as Ingold’s analysis attests (Ingold, 2007) but they are less
constrained and less about a body of knowledge – an epistemology – and more about process and
embodying knowledge in the world. A visible place to see this would be the fluid meaningful lines that
join Australian Indigenous communities in a web of co-relations and movement. Another example in this
ecology of onto-epistemology are the lines made of sticks of the Rebbelibs, Medos, and Mattangs or the
Marshall Island stick charts (Figure 2). These artifacts made of sticks or coconut fibres and shells show
islands, waves and sea currents, enabling the Micronesian peoples of the Marshall Islands to travel
across those same open seas that the European navigators used their sea going chronometers to cross.
The design arises in place as the Marshall Islands of Micronesia sit in the wider ocean currents and
counter currents of the Pacific, long distance rolling current broken by the islands themselves. The lines
embodied by the stick charts are directly concerned with the experience of the journey (to the extent
that many charts were completely individual and only able to be read by the navigator who made them).
Their design recognizes the personhood of the sea as it is expressed through currents and the swell of
the waves. As artifacts the charts are made to be read and encountered rather than used and
referenced. They also represent systems to communicate the world without words.
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4. Systems that contain the word
We all know about how maps divided and help colonisers conquer the world, and we all know that type
has its lines and grids, but it is when we put both systems together, both grids: one to divide the world
and one to contain the word—that is when the sinister side of it all comes to light.
Where the modern cartographer’s science encompasses and contains the world with grids to allow for
safe navigation and exploration of the globe, the typographic designer implements the labels on the
surface of the world and in so doing confirms the ascendance of measurement and ownership as the
lines of latitude and longitude are labelled according to their distance from Airy’s Prime Meridian and
names are allocated in deference to the histories of the labeller. To communicate their messages, the
typographers uses another system, one initiated in Phoenicia, implemented, immortalised and
homogenised by the Romans, who also spread it around the world. A system to capture language that is
so simple and adaptable that can be used to hold any language: the latin alphabet. A set of twenty-six
basic phonetic characters that can translate language from its verbal form to visual. Twenty-six basic
characters that can be adapted (combined, accents added) to encapsulate more sounds, and was
eventually duplicated (upper cases and lower-cases) to allow for quicker representation, and combined
with other symbols—to allow for grammar, logic and rhythms of speech to be visualised.
The latin alphabet spread through Europe as far as the Roman Empire reached. And it would have
stayed confined to the monasteries and palaces, if it wasn’t for the success of Johannes Gutenberg in
creating the printing press. Another simple system, adapted from well-known pieces of machinery,
familiar and in easily available—such as the wine presses, wood carving and metal foundries. The
simplicity and ingenuity of Gutebnerg’s printing machine, and the power of its products, allowed its
quick spread across Europe and eventually around the world in European ships and colonisers. And with
the press, another system that allowed for the easy and homogenised replication of the latin letters:
they typographic grid, with its specific squares and measures to maintain the proportions and unique
shapes of the letters—essential to be kept unique, so they can be identified and, therefore, read by
anyone who understand the system.
In this way, type is also a system of the underside, particularly type based on Latin script and the
technologies of movable type. Latin typography is only one of the many writing systems in the world but
as a carrier of meaning for a series of colonial powers from the Roman conquest of Europe to the
subsequent expansion of Christianity and European colonization of that same world bounded by lines of
latitude and longitude. Just like the science of cartography, the ‘art’ (science) of typography is
problematically duplicitous. On the one side, it has allowed us (and still does) to register and share
information about the world. On the other side, it has homogenised and in certain ways erased or made
redundant many other forms of writing—past and contemporary.
The act of making a mark to create a record or tell a story and communicate meaning is an aspect of our
shared humanity but stabilization and homogenization of such systems arises in the early agrarian
cultures of the middle east where the notion of keeping tallies becomes important. It is then further
evolved and abstracted for convenience when the Phoenicians adapted Egyptian hieroglyphic scripts to
create a linear script based on a phonetic system (where sounds are illustrated rather than images) as
they needed to make contact and register business with multiple nations who spoke different
languages. Ideographic writing systems are unsuitable and inefficient to represent language from
different cultures as each symbol is intrinsically related to its meaning, and usually the number of
symbols that exist and need to be learnt is too high to be manageable. The easiest and most practical
form to register multiple languages using one set of symbols is by visually representing sounds, rather
than ideas. The Phoenician created a simple system for representing language sounds, using a relatively
small number of symbols for that. The system proved extremely effective and was adopted by the
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Greeks, who adapted it to their own culture, and later by the Romans, who adapted and expanded the
system, formalizing it and drawing in cursive script by officially adding lower case letters (Frutiger, 1980)
and thus creating the script that annotated the same aforementioned cadastral maps and actively
changed the idea of making a mark to communicate an experience or story to the idea of making a mark
to record, denote and delineate some kind of ownership.
This ordering of the word and subsequent ordering and recording of the world through representation
is, like the story of maps, deeply entangled with material technologies and tools. Early hand-written
texts and the differences in multiple copies are, according to McKitterick (McKitterick, 2003) acceptable
on the part of their readers. However, what is unacceptable is variation in any tally or knowledge. It is
perhaps no accident that movable type and the ability to repeat the message without variation arrived
in Europe during the same decade that Colombus arrived in the Americas. Movable type is one of the
prodigy children of modernity itself, being born from it and helping it grow. While the use of individual
letter stamps as a system of printing had been invented a century before in China, the brilliancy of
Gutenberg’s system was in its simplicity of construction - meaning that it could be easily reproduced —
and on the simplicity of the Roman alphabet itself, which has a very small number of characters as
compared to the Chinese writing system. Johannes Gutenberg took the elements of Chinese printing but
developed the matrix or grid with its regular lines for casting and holding the letter stamps. After the
spread of movable type through Europe and the colonies, technology evolved making printing faster,
more accurate, and a bit less dependent on the church. Independent printers and newspapers used the
word to speak for the people when and where allowed. But the shape of the letters now contained in
the grid of the printing and the lines of the grid, it’s regular matrix echoed that which was at the same
time encircling the world.
In Europe and in the colonies, other styles of letters were designed, but all fitting in the shapes of the
roman alphabet—now conveniently spread through the world—as well as the formats imposed by the
printing technology: letter blocks, lines, paragraphs, pages. Creating a cartesian grid to contain the
thoughts and expressions of all peoples — or at least of those who were allowed to speak and learn the
system. While some typographers and academics believe that the role of writing systems is to “endow
human language with a durable visual form” (Tschichold & Bringhurst, 1991) or that type needs to be
like a crystal glass of wine, just a vessel to allow for the content to come through in its full (Warde,
1955), the fact that cannot be denied is that type, letterforms, writing systems, are also part of the
communication. Latin letterforms are based on principles and grids, and work as a system and there is
no decoupling from what is said to how it is said. The means are not the message, as suggested by
McLuhan (McLuhan & Fiore, 1967), they are also messages in their own right, they allow for the system
to be laid so that the content has to fit in and even when the content is modified, it still replicates the
system. Even though each letter or typeface might be completely different from one another, there is a
limit to which they can vary before they become unrecognisable, this ‘recognition’ factor, or ‘legibility’ is
what makes it possible for us to read, but these systems need to be learnt, so that the ‘agreement’ is
established. And that is where the underlying system resides. For instance, we can look at words in a
poster. Those words can be words of protest or they can be words of advertising (content), the media is
the poster, and the system is the Latin alphabet. No matter what is said in the poster, it is still being said
in a certain language using a certain system of symbols. The symbols used matter. They are the invisible
spreads of the systems of the underside. And they have to be acquired, to be used. Thus becoming the
visible yet invisible instantiation of those self-same lines of modernity, as Ingold remarks (Ingold, 2015)
they have become lines of power, deeply entangled with technologies and material cultures so that the
opportunity for pluriverse is silenced.
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There are other voices and other story lines, other systems, which embed their own stories, like the Vai
syllabary from Liberia, dating from 1800 which already conforms to a typographic style (Mafundikwa,
2007). And less conformative pre-colonial expressions like the Incan Khipu, careful collections of knots
and strings, once believed to be used only for numbers (the obvious reading from a western
perspective), but might likely have been used for stories, myths, songs or other expressions unknown to
us (Beyersdorff, 2005). And that sadly might never be known, because those stories were erased by the
system, and somehow other stories continue to be. The beautiful thing is that the unknown can reveal
the unexpected, like a writing system that is also used as a map system, such as traditional Samoan
tattoos and ‘tapas’. Symbols that tell stories, represent connection to place and show the ways through
the seas and back home again. Frances C. Koya Vaka'uta’s powerful talk on the significance of the tattoo
stories actually inscribed on the body (Vaka'uta, 2016) which change and grow with the body, including
being part of its ephemerality.

4. Finding the fault lines, towards ecologies of knowledge and pluriversality
We showed here examples of design systems that tacitly help maintain and propagate the ideals of
modernity and uni-versality. When we turn back to what all these stories of artifacts and artifice might
teach us about designing for a pluriverse, the first impression from our encounters with the lines that
constrain and form the word and the world is that they are deeply imbricated as tools to support
systems of modernity. Beyond this they manifest a terrible tension or deep irony for the colonised and
the disposed. Mignolo warns us that we cannot re-build using the master’s tools but across many
contexts the tools of the map and the word are the only access those whose cultures have been silenced
have access to. This is the consuming aspect of those systems of the underside that de Sousa Santos
warns against when he observes that one uni-versal way of knowing that understand all other ways of
knowing as subjects is a form of epistemological fascism and tantamount to epestemicide or the murder
of a way of knowing (de Sousa Santos, 2009). However, Mignolo also demands that we investigate and
reveal the systems that shape and form and story our experiences in order to reflect and make open
new pathways. When we interrogate the systems that shape and form and take time to encounter the
full story, opportunities emerge to ‘de-institutionalise’ as Mignolo suggests; to allow make spaces for
emergence as Segato demands when she says the point is not to imagine a utopia but to engage in
active imaginative process. This is also Freire’s (Freire, 1972) intent when he calls for reflection before
and within action. It is also the essence of designing as practice.
For us as designers, it is this active imaginative process that we wish to delink and disentangle from the
knots of the deeply interiorised stories and assumptions. We hope that this process has been made
visible in our analysis of maps and type and the unveiling of the way that the lines of modernity, replete
with its uni-versal story, are not the only story possible. So, the lines that bind the world are etched
through their re-iterated presences and histories. These add up to the material conditions that position
Indigenous peoples in the dilemma of having to use the master’s tools. But as the examples of other
ways of using lines shows, there are other potentials, other ways and means – these are the tools that
arise from the pluriverse. As the examples of the Marshall Islands stick charts reveals, tools can arise as
aspects of process and can be more than artifacts that encompass outcomes. The Samoan tattoos reiterate the same message. This is the disjuncture where we hope to see fractures and fault lines. We can
build a different, convivial, dialogical and plural world, and for that we do need new tools. Tools that
should emerge from the pluriverse itself. To create and enable those tools we need to examine the
systems and designs that help create our current world. So, in order to create a new, convivial dialogical
and plural world, we need to question ourselves and our positioning as designers. We need to question
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Design itself and its role as a perpetrator of Modernity. We need to identify and reveal these underlying
systems that maintain and propagate modernity. To discover which parts of the system need to be
dismantled, which need to be transcended, and which can be appropriated to build a world that reflects
the Pluriverse. For this, we need to learn to unlearn.
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Our society is steeped in visual narratives, often utilized by journalists, politicians, and
other opinion leaders to perpetuate cultural 'myths' about the products they offer and
the consumers who 'need' them. During the Jim Crow era, the commercial goods
produced and distributed by western powers exalted Eurocentrism while simultaneously
maligning indigenous cultures in much of Asia, Africa, and the Americas. The packaged
goods and commercial ads of this era assisted in the ontological construct of European
superiority. Like gender, race is a social construct that changes over time and from place
to place. Racism, above all, is a systemized hierarchy anchored in material structures and
embedded in historical configurations of power. Promotional industries utilize advertising
to communicate expectations about race and ethnicity, just as they do about cars,
clothing, or coffee shops. The characteristics and symbols historically used to represent
blacks in advertising have forged permanent images in the American psyche. These
crafted narratives are used to illustrate the dynamics of social power and ideology we use
to create meaning. Robbin Henderson, former director of the Berkeley Art Centre, said,
'Derogatory imagery enables people to absorb stereotypes, which in turn allows them to
ignore and condone injustice, discrimination, segregation, and racism.' Images that
specifically depict blacks as violent or animalistic support the idea that blacks are unfit to
attend racially integrated schools, live in safe neighborhoods, work in responsible jobs,
vote, and hold public office. This research will utilize archives of images from the Jim Crow
south, to better understand the western creation of racist motifs. Trends and icons will
be documented in order to draw comparative analysis between past symbols and those
used in current advertisements. Through visual narratives from the Jim Crow era, this
research explores how past motifs objectify African Americans or utilize racist symbols to
sell commercial goods. This form of subcultural study will provide the reader with a better
understanding of how design has contributed to Western biases against African
Americans and other minority groups.
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1. Introduction
Just as a language communicates through structured sentences, visual languages depend on essential
elements and the rules for combining them in order to communicate. Roland Barthes used a system of
the signifier (word/image/object) and signified (meaning) as the two elements of this language (Sturken,
M., & Cartwright, L. 2018). For example, in his book Mythologies, author Roland Barthes dissects the
structure of nightly news. He describes the use of typography and constructed sets with which the news
is broadcasted as being mediated signs employed to give the perception of professional, objective, and
unmediated reality.
We are inevitably shaped by the language of visual symbols presented by those who wish to change or
maintain those rituals and structures. Our society is steeped in visual narratives, often utilized by
journalists, politicians, and other opinion leaders to perpetuate cultural 'myths' about the products they
offer and the consumers who 'need' them. In this consumer-based society, designers play a vital role in
crafting visual narratives, giving designers a vital role in determining how individuals view the world
through the kaleidoscopic lens of the visual symbols of advertisement. These narratives are used to
illustrate the dynamics of social power and ideology we use to create meaning.
The characteristics and symbols historically used to represent blacks in advertising have forged
permanent images into the American psyche. As stated by Herbert M. Cole, an historian at the
University of California, Santa Barbara, 'Icons are powerful because they encapsulate ideas and actions
of central importance in human life' (Kaplan,1989). This essay will explore motifs and symbols used in
the Jim Crow era and draw comparative analysis between them and those used in current print designs
and advertisements. Through examples of visual narratives from each era, we will explore how they
objectify African Americans or utilize racist symbols in order to sell commercial goods. Through this
exploration we will gain greater understanding of how design has contributed to Western biases against
African Americans.

2. Branding
A brand is a visual symbol that signifies a consumer's purported social status. Designer Hank Willis
Thomas explores the connection between modern brands and the genesis of the concept in his series
Branded. He connects the original meaning of branding (to burn signs of ownership onto the flesh of
livestock), the history of slavery, and the relationship of product branding to black culture. In the
modern context, this forced branding of human beings has been meaningfully done away with.
However, voluntary branding has replaced it as a way for individuals to lower the social hierarchy to
show their loyalty to those above them. This new form of branding does not demonstrate ownership;
rather, it is used as a form of social mobility for those on the bottom of the hierarchy. Corporations work
hard to convince customers that it is in their best interest to associate themselves with a brand. Brands
distribute signs that consumers can interact with, use, and remake. Brands are often equated with
feelings of authenticity, patriotism, and community — means by which people make meaningful
connections to others (Sturken, M., & Cartwright, L. 2018). Those with the ability to exercise influence
continuously over time are able to shape culture and solidify ideas of hierarchy. The reason that brands
want to exert influence over culture is simple, profit, they are not necessarily thinking about how it will
affect ideas of hierarchy. Brands want people to integrate their messaging into their very identity. They
do this because it is much harder to convince someone to change their identity than the type of material
in their shoe.
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This is the key to understanding how one group acquires authority, imposes order, or achieves
hegemony through branding. Brands wield their power to set forth an idealized version of their
customer, one that the customer wants to identify with because they see in it some of the things that
they either see in themselves or want to. Consistency of displayed power, specifically that power to
mold identity, is internalized in the minds of consumers, eventually conveying natural authority to a
brand or to those associated with it.
Take Nike apparel, for example. Once known as Blue Ribbon, Nike, Inc. is an American multinational
corporation engaged in the design and selling of footwear and apparel. The name 'Nike' was chosen by
Jeff Johnson, a Blue-Ribbon employee, in homage to the Greek goddess of victory. The goddess is
symbolic of the desire to win, and the Nike swoosh represents her speed and power. The principles and
culture that structure the image cannot be separated from the viewers and how they interpret the
image and, ultimately, the circumstances in which an image is displayed and observed. Images generate
meanings for the interpreter, but those meanings are interpreted through all of these elements working
in conjunction. Because the images and icons used to support a brand exist in a world that contains
ideologies, those images and icons must interact with those ideologies, for harm or for good.
Occasionally an image or icon is powerful enough to create and shape an ideology around it by itself.
These ideologies are affirmed by the social institutions that characterize their society.
Phil Knight, Nike's company owner, knew the company's name and logo needed to reflect modern
symbols of victory for his products to be considered the tools of winners. Social ideologies create
notions not only of the way things are but also of how things should be. Nike's pairing of the Swoosh
symbol with athletes like Michael Jordan, Mia Hamm, Roger Federer, Serena Williams, and Tiger Woods
created a connection between the products and the champions who endorsed them. The products
(object /signifier), in turn, became considered the choice of champions (meaning/victory). And the
brand thus sells the idea that to become a champion, buying into the brand is a necessary first step.
Nike not only sells sports apparel but commodifies an idealized self, which is only actualized through
purchasing their products. As such, the consumer participates in what the Frankfurt School called
'Pseudo Individuality,' an experience of selfhood promoted by the cultural industry. Pseudo Individuality
refers to the ways that culture forms can define and interpolate viewer-consumer-users as individuals,
while in reality, they are selling a homogeneous experience (Sturken, M., & Cartwright, L. 2018).
The Nike products (object /signifier), on their own, are powerless. On the contrary, the ideologies that
inform social perception are dominant. We, as consumers encounter these sorts of images and texts
primarily as customers and re-users, not as direct producers. The Swoosh's potency is dependent on the
influence of its supporters. The social power of an item's supporters impacts our thoughts and
impressions of the social groups we identify. Groups that don't recognize or conform with our group are
viewed as the maligned 'other'. In his Branded series, designer Hank Willis Thomas comments on the
depths of this culture. He connects the original meaning of branding (which was to burn signs of
ownership onto the flesh of livestock), the history of slavery, and the relationship between product
branding and black culture. In this image, the Nike logo (object /signifier) is burned into the flesh of an
African American's torso. This refers not only to the intensity of consumers' devotion to brands but also
to the violence of embodied commodification (Sturken & Cartwright, 2018).
Branding more than the act of promoting goods is also a mode of everyday communication. Within the
context of advertising, the concern is whether the industry contributes to either reinforcing or
challenging the social hierarchy. Like gender, the race is also a social construction that changes over
time and from place to place. Promotional industries utilize design to communicate expectations about
race and ethnicity, just as they do about cars, clothing, or coffee shops. Moreover, they can influence
how the diverse communities that make up the world perceive one another.
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3. The passive black
Africans and their descendants who were once bought, sold, and traded as a commodity, we're unable
to control social perceptions of themselves. The commercial narratives that described them did not
include the possibility of an idealized self, but rather the subservient self which provides the ideal for
others. The social institution that governed their existence bred the ideology of their racial inferiority.
While all racial groups have been satirized in this country, none have been satirized as often or in as
many ways as African Americans.
During the institution of slavery, the representation of African Americans, specifically African American
males, indicated that they were passive. The use of blackface, which became popular in the 19th
century, was a standard tool utilized to perpetuate that perception. White actors popularized minstrel
shows, portraying stereotypes of black behaviour as senseless, disordered, and comedic. (Smiley &
Fakunle, 2016) Popular literature and media described enslaved blacks as content with their place in
society. In writing, the character of Uncle Tom in Uncle Tom's Cabin is described as an older black slave
who is devoted to his white master. Samuel Jackson's portrayal of Stephen in 2012's Django Unchained
echoes characteristics of Uncle Tom. Additionally, the film Gone with the Wind portrays content slaves,
specifically the role of Mammy. On Wednesday, June 17, 2020, Quaker Oats, a PepsiCo subsidiary,
announced the Aunt Jemima brand of syrup and pancake mix would get a rebrand.
The company's abandonment of its trademarked image and brand name comes as a public recognition
that the trademark's origins were based on harmful stereotypes. The declaration of change is an
acknowledgment of wrongdoing. However, the question to ask ourselves as consumers is whether or
not the gesture is enough. The evolution of heart comes conveniently weeks after the brutal killing of
George Floyd and subsequent protests. However, for over a century, Quaker Oats has profited from
stereotypes that dated to the days of slavery.
The trademarked image of Aunt Jemima (Figure 2) finds its origins in a romanticized view of the
antebellum South. The image and name are also highlighting the mythological contribution of happy
slaves in post-Civil War America. These origins are essential due to the role brands play in western
societies. Brands are a vital tool by which people make meaningful connections to others and help shape
culture. This brand and others who utilize similar motifs communicate ideas of social hierarchy. A
constant reminder of the servile positions African Americans once held.
The facet of entitlement, stereotypes, and toxic narratives only offers to turn off the faucet and to
neglect the damage caused by the generations of overflow. For brands like Aunt Jemima to entirely
absolve themselves, they need to acknowledge the damages they have profited from and plans made to
increase equity in the communities they have harmed. The 130-year-old brand features a Black woman
named Aunt Jemima, who was initially dressed as a minstrel character. How many mortgage lenders,
staunch segregationists, police officers, jury members, politicians, school teachers, hiring managers
were consumers of Aunt Jemima? Consider, for example, some citizens hated Obama for being black but
still could not eat their pancakes without their pancakes covered in Aunt Jemima syrup.
Characters (sign/object) such as Aunt Jemima (pancake mix), Uncle Ben (rice), and Rastus (Cream of
Wheat Figure 1) have existed as a consistent reminder of the servile positions African Americans once
held (meaning). Aunt Jemima, the first living trademark of a company, has been a vital tool for
advertising campaigns since 1889. Utilized for over a century, the pancake mix figure represents the
continuity of the Mammy stereotype (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016).
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Figure 1 Illustrated recreation of a Crème of Wheat Ad, Illustrated by Faiza Amir

The depiction of Aunt Jemima, Uncle Ben, and Rastus are not the only holdovers from slave-based
stereotypes. 2018-19 saw a series of controversial Fashion designs, by popular brands such as Prada,
Gucci, Burberry, and H & M. Within a few short months of one another Gucci released a wool jumper
with an attached face mask which mimics blackface visuals; Burberry's show at 2019 London Fashion
Week featured a new hoodie that included a noose around the neck of its product; H&M released an ad
of a black child modelling a hoodie printed with the phrase 'coolest monkey in the jungle.` Prada
released a Pradamalia fantasy charm named Otto, which also attracted criticism for its visual similarities
to minstrel show characters (McDermott, 2019).
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Figure 2 Illustrated recreation of an Aunt Jemima Pancake Box, Illustrated by Faiza Amir

Depictions of Blackness as submissive, absurd, and comedic mirrored the level of control majority
Whites had over the Black body and mind. This state of inferiority is echoed in W.E.B. DuBois' writing on
how Whites viewed freedom as a way to 'spoil' and 'ruin' Black people (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016).
According to David Pilgrim: These portrayals were pragmatic and instrumental. Proponents of slavery
created and promoted images of blacks that justified slavery and soothed white consciences. If slaves
were childlike, for example, then a paternalistic institution where masters acted as quasi-parents to
their slaves was [sic] humane, even morally right. More importantly, slaves were rarely depicted as
brutes because that portrayal might have become a self-fulfilling prophecy (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016).
The image of submissive blackness ended after the American Civil War, as the passage of 13th-15th
Amendments granted formerly enslaved blacks social, economic, and political rights. These new civil
protections saw the establishment of African American communities such as Greenwood in Tulsa,
Oklahoma, which was referred to as 'Black Wall Street'; the building of schools now known as
Historically Black College and Universities (HBCUs) and the election of the first two black U.S. Senators.
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1.3 The brutish black
Wealthy whites feared the political power that newly freed black people could acquire via voting, and
poor whites saw blacks as competition in the labor force. Thus, the rise of the Jim Crow era began,
which was solidified by the Supreme Court ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson. This caused a transition in the
depiction of African Americans from compliant and submissive servants to savages and brutish
monsters, threats to the status quo. The black brute, who was innately large and animalistic, functioned
as a tool to link African Americans to criminality.
The motifs and ideas found in literature and advertising are often echoed in paintings and designs. This
is in part because training in fine and commercial art often takes place within the same art colleges and
departments. These motifs not only influenced creatives of the same era, but those of subsequent
generations as well.
In 2011 Nivea (Figure 3) created a series of print ads for its Revitalizing line of men's skincare. The
objective of the campaign was to a feature well-groomed man discarding a decapitated head of a
scruffier version of themselves. The clean-shaven face that each model kept was intended to symbolize
the potential of utilizing Nivea skin care products. This ad concept was designed to fall under Nivea For
Men's broader campaign, 'Look Like You Give A Damn.' What sparked outrage about this ad series is the
difference in the copy written for both the white lead model, and that of the black lead model. The ad
featuring a white lead read, 'Sin City isn't an excuse to look like Hell.' The spot featuring a black model
features a neatly dressed model hurling the head of another black man with an afro and beard. The ad's
message, 'Re-civilize yourself' (Tsang, 2017).

Figure 3 Illustrated recreation of 2011 Nivea ad Re-Civilize Yourself, Illustrated by Faiza Amir
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The visible difference between the two subjects is limited to skin color, hair texture, as well as the
suggestion that one is less civil due to external appearance. African hair texture has long been
scrutinized for not complying with Eurocentric standards. The widely distributed ad implies that African
American Hair (as some have suggested about the body), needed to be controlled and maintained to be
culturally accepted. Sign - Unkempt black male, signified - uncivil. Images that specifically depict blacks
as violent or animalistic support the idea that blacks are unfit to attend racially integrated schools, live in
safe neighbourhoods, work in responsible jobs, vote, and hold public office.
Thomas Nelson Page became one of the first writers to introduce a literary black brute. In 1898, his
novel Red Rock included an offensive character named Moses, a corrupt black politician obsessed with
raping white women (Pilgrim, 2016). The idea also made its appearance in the controversial 1915 epic
Birth of a Nation by D.W. Griffith. The film depicted the Ku Klux Klan as saviors of a post-civil war South
overwhelmed by Northern politicians and freed slaves. One of the most controversial and profitable
films ever made, the movie set many precedents. It was the first film whose budget exceeded over
$100,000 to produce, the first film to have a full premiere, and the first film shown at the White House.
Regarding his thoughts on the film, President Woodrow Wilson reportedly stated, "It's like writing
history with lightning. My only regret is that it is all so terribly true."
In a 2017 interview about the impact of superheroes on culture, legendary graphic novelist Alan Moore
suggests D.W. Griffith's controversial Birth of a Nation is a superhero film.
Moore is reported to have said,
I would also remark that save for a smattering of non-white characters (and non-white
creators) these books and these iconic characters are still very much white supremacist
dreams of the master race. In fact, I think that a good argument can be made for D.W.
Griffith's Birth of a Nation as the first American superhero movie, and the point of origin for
all those capes and masks (Nolan, 2019).
Before the film debut Horsemen in Klan, robes would trout through towns to encourage box-office sales.
Two kinds of blacks appear in the movie: the sober, industrious slaves inspired by Uncle Tom, who stay
on as loyal servants after the war, and the freedmen, were portrayed as domineering, lewd, and
brutish. Rather than toiling in the cotton fields, the former slaves joined the parliamentary government,
spent time drinking, lusting after white women, and demanding "equal rights, equal politics, equal
marriage." The rise of the Ku Klux Klan led by the Little Colonel promises to restore the social order,
disfranchise the blacks, protect southern womanhood, and reunite the nation.
This obsession with vigilante justice is ingrained in the American culture. As Alan Moore describes it. We
come to celebrate the civilian autonomy to execute their understanding of justice against a dastardly
villain. A villain we've learned to identify through news coverage, magazine advertising, Disney films and
Saturday morning cartoons. A villain we've grown accustomed to identify in films through ethnic
features, foreign accents and skin tones darker than what's presented as the default American. Wilfully
consuming programming that tells us what separates hero from villain, morality from immortality is
appearance.
We broadcast our subscription to this rationalized violence through don't tread on me flags and come
get them bumper stickers. Convincing ourselves that we are the Clarke Kent and Bruce Wayne's of our
own stories. That we too can be vigilante heroes, filling the void when the state proves
inadequate. Maybe this belief is one that articulates the decision making of George Zimmerman. A
Floridian neighbourhood watchman who racially profiled a black minor legally purchasing an ice-tea and
skittles. On a February night in 2012, Zimmerman deemed 17-year-old Trayvon Martin suspicious. He
then notified the authorities of his presence. Despite being encouraged not to engage Martin during a
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911 call, Zimmerman chose to purse the minor on foot and armed. Before the end of the 911 call
Zimmerman can be heard muttering "These a**holes always get away.", a line you would almost
certainly find in a Punisher comic, before the protagonist prepares to for issue justice.
In the ensuing conflict Zimmerman would later pull a Kel-Tec PF-9, 9mm pistol from his utility belt,
ending Martin's life before he would be old enough to vote. Zimmerman (vigilante) executed his view of
justice, to fill the imagined void of the state (these assholes always get away). Despite the egregiousness
of his actions Zimmerman is uniquely celebrated in small circles. As he's found a market to commodify
the tools of his heroism. Fielding six figure offers for the gun used in the homicide, while also signing
autographs at gun shows.
If superheroes are a reflection of a prejudice imagining, then some of Zimmerman's behaviour would
reflect that of an Actor or writer at a comic book convention. Similarly, these same circles have
trivialized Martin's existence. Distilling his being down into a story about black male deviance. The
assertion that black brutes were, in large numbers, sexually assaulting white women became the public
rationalization for the lynching of black males. Most notably the murder of Emmet Till.
In 1955, 14-year-old Emmett Till, an African American from Chicago, was brutally murdered for allegedly
whistling at Carolyn Bryant, a white woman who was a cashier at a grocery store. His attackers were
Bryant's husband and her brother. The two men beat him, dug out his eye, shot him in the head, and
tossed his body into the river. The men were caught, tried, and found innocent by an all-white jury.
The fear of rape or sexual assault of a white woman by a African American male would have devastating
effects on African American communities. In Tulsa, Oklahoma, a young white woman accused a black
male of sexual assault. This resulted in the deaths of roughly 300 African American residents and left
more than 9,000 residents homeless after white mobs destroyed the Greenwood community.
The depiction of African American males as brutes continued its significance into the early 20th century.
These depictions of black criminality resulted in the passage of stricter sentencing guidelines in prison
and the expansion of the War on Drugs in the second half of the 20th century. Stricter prison guidelines
grew the American prison system exponentially, by 700% (Pew States, 2007). During this time campaigns
for 'tough on crime' policy emerged as a popular soundbite for elected officials. For example, George
H.W. Bush's presidential run used a smear campaign tactic, famously known as the 'Willie Horton' ad.
This 1988 presidential campaign T.V. spot created by Bush's supporters was an intended attack on his
Democratic opponent Michael Dukakis. Dukakis, the then-governor of Massachusetts, supported his
state's 'weekend pass' program, which allowed imprisoned individuals to leave prison for a day or more
to work or go home. The spot featured convicted murderer William 'Willie' Horton, who had escaped
while on a weekend furlough, and went on to rape a woman and stab her fiancé in a brutal 1987 home
invasion.
While the ad overtly discusses a single black man, the subliminal and larger takeaway is that Willie
Horton's face became synonymous with all blackness. As political-science professor Claire Jean Kim said
in a 2012 PBS special, 'the insinuation is, if you elect Governor Dukakis as president, we're going to have
black rapists running amok in the country.'
Lastly, a prime example of how the brute image still thrives in society today is the April 2008 Vogue
magazine cover of professional basketball player LeBron James holding supermodel Gisele Bündchen
(Figure 4). In 2008, U.S. Vogue was widely criticized for a front cover that saw the sensational Brazilian
supermodel Bündchen being held by the much larger N.B.A. player in a manner which resembled a
vintage 1917 World War I poster. The poster depicted a gorilla holding a white woman, the caption
beneath the title 'Destroy this Mad Brute.' James's posture in combination with his face in mid-roar and
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Bündchen dressed in a gown, similar to the one worn by the poster's female lead provoked allegations
of racial stereotyping (York, 2008).

Figure 4 Illustrated recreation of the Destroy This Mad Brute WW2 Ad, and the 2008 Vouge Magazine cover Illustrated by Faiza
Amir

These types of images that draw on past racial stereotypes and myths reinforce criminalization, and are
now coded with terms such as 'thug' today. The brute caricature was a fallacy, and a myth adapted to
maintain social control mechanisms as well as to sustain the white fear of black communities. The brute
caricature traditionally re-emerges in popular culture whenever African Americans gain or push for
social equity. According to sociologist Allen D. Grimshaw (1969), the most oppressive techniques used
on African Americans, whether rural lynchings or urban race riots, have taken place when blacks have
been perceived as refusing to accept a subordinate position (Pilgrim, 2016).

4. Current ramifications of the brutish black image
In a 2014 MSNBC segment about disproportionately white police forces serving diverse populations, a
heated debate erupted between former New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani and Georgetown professor
Michael Eric Dyson. The debate took a controversial turn when Mayor Rudy Giuliani asked why people
were protesting the killing of unarmed Ferguson, Missouri teen, Michael Brown, instead of protesting
black-on-black crime. Mayor Giuliani argued that Blacks kill 93 percent of Blacks, but also insisted that
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the presence of White police officers would not be necessary if Blacks weren't killing each other. During
the same segment, Giuliani insisted that the circumstances of Michael Brown's death only reflected a
small percentage of bad policing. He then suggested that the focus of concern should be on black on
black crime rather than police brutality.
"The Fact is I find it very disappointing that you're not discussing the fact that other blacks kill 93 % of
blacks in America. We are talking about the exception here. We are talking about the significant
exception. Blacks kill 93 % percent of blacks; I would like to see the attention paid to that that you do to
this, and the solutions to that. It is hardly insignificant; It is the reason for the heavy police presence in
the black community. 93% percent, it's because of the high level of crime." Giuliani's brief statements
communicated that police brutality in communities of color were isolated instances not worth concern
and described black on black crime as the constant terror we all should fear. His statements also
suggested that issues of police brutality, and specifically, the shooting of unarmed men, were the
collective responsibility of African Americans who had not worked hard enough to bring the numbers of
homicides down (Terkel, 2014).
Since reaching a peak in the early 90's, violent crime has been on a historic decline, seeing rates the
lowest they have been since the 1970's. For instance, New York City, home to one of the country's
largest populations of African Americans, went from its peak of 2,245 homicides in 1990, to 335
homicides in 2016 ("New York Police Department (NYPD) Stop, Question, and Frisk Database, 2006,"
2006). Additionally, the U.S. imprisonment rate has also declined. According to reports from the Bureau
of Justice Statistics, since 2000, the incarceration rate for African American women has decreased by 47
percent. In contrast, the rate among White women has increased by 56 percent, which narrowed the
racial disparity between incarcerated women by two-thirds (Humphreys, 2016).
Giuliani is far from the only person whose perceptions counter the improvements in African American
communities. Individuals such as Rush Limbaugh, Bill O'Reilly, Tomi Lahren, Candance Owens, and other
much farther-right figures have all used their soapbox to perpetuate the stereotype that blacks were
similar perspectives at one point or another (Cganemccalla, 2016; Humphreys, 2016; Martinelli, 2016;
Reilly, 2017).
Through Mayor Rudy Giuliani's eyes, African Americans were not victims of mistreatment, but rather
social deviants who needed to be kept in line. Mayor Giuliani's words not only ignored that White
victims were killed by White assailants at similar percentages, that violent crimes in urban communities
have been on a historic decline, but continued the perception that African Americans are inherently
dangerous. The internalized concept of Blacks, as social deviants, could have played a role in the racial
profiling of Harvard University professor Henry Louis Gates Jr. arrested while attempting to entering his
own home or the murder of Botham Jean. A 26-year-old black accountant was sitting in his living room
eating ice cream when Dallas Officer Amber Guyger entered the wrong apartment, on the wrong floor
and shot him on sight.
Nationally, several police departments (including but not limited to Ferguson) have been investigated
for their use of excessive force or violations of civil liberties. Each finding suggests the use of police force
is most frequently excessive in instances that involve African American and Hispanic-Latino citizens,
implying bias. In his book Rise of the Warrior Cop: The Militarization of America's Police Forces, author
Radley Balko asserts that the history of a legalized American patrolling force has its roots in cattle
slavery (Balko, 2014). The Slave patrollers of the antebellum South were among the earliest forms of
early policing. Slave patrollers, one could argue, were one of America's first law and order enforcers.
Their responsibility included but was not limited to hunting down and returning runaway slaves as well
as to function as a deterrent for slave revolts. Utilizing legal authority to maintain the order of a
southern slave-based economy. My intention is not to draw a direct parallel between the modern police
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force and slave catchers, the purposes for their existence as well as how they operate are considerably
different. But if only for a second, we consider them distant evolutionary cousins, we can identify
cultural similarities that have survived through time.
Similar to slavery, private prisons are economic powerhouses from which many private corporations
benefit from free or near-free labor. Both industries depended on the actions of individual agents, who
operate within limited jurisdictions. Capturing or recapturing assets which are then reintroduced to said
system. The lens of both systems we're hyper-focused on disenfranchised people, and both received
legislative support. The very amendment which freed the slaves, ended the individual ownership of
Africans, but permitted slavery to the state as punishment for a variety of infractions. The breath of laws
and their varying levels of significance used to strip one of their freedoms embodies one of my favorite
quotes from the wire. "The game is the same; it just got more fierce."
African Americans and Hispanics are fifty percent more likely to experience some form of force in their
interactions with police than their white counterparts (Fryer). Long before the infamous Bloody Sunday
on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 1965, or the public beating of Rodney King, Bryant Allen, and Freddie
Helms in the 1980s-1990ss, the relationship between African Americans and police has historically been
tenuous and fraught with violence. The ever-growing influence that militarism has on modern police
agencies has only increased the methods by which those tensions can be expounded. Evident at any of
the swat conferences, competitions, or magazines are attempts to connect civilian officers with military
weapons, gear, and images. The vendors at these events use war images to entice this demographic
because similar to Nike for athletes, for Officers, it commodifies an idealized self, actualized through the
purchase of their products.
In the 1990s and early 2000s, Heckler and Koch launched a marketing campaign for their MP5 semiautomatic pistol (Balko, 2014). The MP5 was one of the world's most widely used submachine guns; it
was used extensively by American SWAT teams before being replaced by the M16. The copy for the MP5
campaign read from the gulf war to the drug war, battle-proven. Drawing direct associations between
America's relationship to an enemy nation and to the relationship civilian officers share with its fellow
citizens. Police function as a constituted body of persons empowered by the state to ensure citizens'
safety, health, and possessions. The campaign by Heckler and Koch valorized the exercise of violence,
over the function of protection. This is both irresponsible and dangerous as it correlates policing with an
invading or occupying force.
It might be safe to assume protesters of the death of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Walter Scott and
Samuel Du Bose could feel invaded as they are greeted by flash grenades, pepper spray and civilian
police officers dressed in battle gear who march in battle formations. Maybe the counter arguments
would argue the deaths were collateral damage for peace. Michael Brown was an 18-year-old African
American man who was fatally shot twelve times while unarmed by 28-year-old police officer Darren
Wilson in the city of Ferguson, Missouri, a suburb of St. Louis. Eric Garner, was a 27-year-old male who
was choked to death while being arrested for the illegal sales of cigarettes while also unarmed. Walter
Scott, a 33-year-old male, was stopped because of a non-functioning third brake light and was shot eight
times in the back while attempting to flee, also unarmed. Samuel Du Bose, was stopped for failure to
display a front license plate and while trying to drive away, also unarmed, was fatally shot once in the
head. For the many police officers accused of shooting an unarmed male of color, fear has been
essential to their legal defense. 'When I grabbed him, the only way I can describe it is I felt like a fiveyear-old holding onto Hulk Hogan,' the Ferguson police officer Darren Wilson said, of his encounter with
Michael Brown. The language utilized harkens back to the brutish stereotypes of black males. In many
instances the officers explained that their level of intimidation was rooted in their inability to control the
person in front of them; for that reason, violence seemed imminent.
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5. The civil black
In July 1839, a slave revolt led by Mende captives took place on La Amistad. Enslaved in Sierra Leone,
the Mende captives and were being transported from Havana, Cuba, to their purchasers' plantations.
The African captives were able to take control of the ship, killing some of the crew and ordering the
survivors to sail the ship to Africa.
The Spanish survivors, however, secretly maneuvered the ship north, and La Amistad was captured off
the coast of Long Island by the brig U.S.S. Washington. The Mende and La Amistad were interned in
Connecticut while federal court proceedings were undertaken for their disposition. The owners of the
ship and the Spanish government claimed the slaves as property, but the U.S. had banned the African
trade and argued that the Mende were legally free. Because of issues of ownership and jurisdiction, the
case gained international attention.
The Amistad Committee (the Committee) was founded in 1839 by Lewis Tappan, Simeon Joceyln, and
Joshua Leavitt. They organized the legal defense and raised money for the Mende Africans during their
imprisonment. The Committee, sensing that they had to win the battle of perception in addition to the
legal battle welcomed the assistance of any sympathetic artists. During this time period, the negative
portrayals of the Africans were no different from those of African Americans that appeared in popular
literature and public art galleries. In an attempt to win the battle of public opinion prior to the litigated
case, the committee commissioned Nathaniel Jocelyn to paint the portraits of abolitionists and of the
slave revolt leader Joseph Cinqué.
From the beginning of western exploration into African lands, the one thing Africans and their
descendants have been unable to do is articulate their own existence. Understanding what and who
Africans were has traditionally only been possible once knowledge has been filtered through the lens of
the colonial gaze. As articulated by author Dr. Joy Degruy in her book Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome,
colonialism was not limited to armies or forced oppression. It also expressed itself in narratives which
attempted to dehumanize Africans and justified oppression. Despite much social progress, such as the
end of slavery, the end of segregation, and legislation outlawing redlining, aspects of the colonial gaze
continue to find their way into popular culture, misrepresenting African-Americans and dehumanizing
their existence for an audience that maybe none the wiser.
Countering this view of Africans, Cinque's portrait presented him with a toga reminiscent of GrecoRoman philosophers and a cane staff held similarly to shepherds in Christian art. Cinque's painted image
utilized the symbols of western society in order to humanize his existence. These images of Cinque
fueled an already established market for abolitionist imagery in the United States and England, as well
as an unfolding a publicity campaign for the release and return of the captured Africans. Historically the
work of a designer has been centered largely on 'the hows'. The focus has been on ways to solve
commercial problems for customers while overlooked, perhaps, has been the immense influence
designers have on culture and society. Designers produce visual narratives, and thus, cultural 'myths' of
products and their respective consumers. Race, like any other cultural myth, is socially constructed. By
dissecting social, cultural and historical meaning in images we can explore the dynamics of social power
and ideology that produced them. While historically in America overt racist imagery was more
prominent, cultural shifts of intolerance to blatant racism have made this kind of imagery less
acceptable. This does not mean that these images no longer exist but rather that they live on as coded
narratives, gestures, signs, and symbols to indicate difference. If the design community takes into
account the social impact of the imagery narratives we create, this community could influence the way
society understands and treats the humanity of others.

41

6. References
Barthes, R. (2013) Mythologies: The Complete Edition, in a New Translation. Translated from the French by R.
Howard. New York: Macmillan USA.
DEGRUY. (2017). POST traumatic slave SYNDROME: AMERICA'S legacy of ENDURING injury and healing. revised
edition. S.l.: JOY DEGRUY PUBLICATIONS.
Django Unchained (2012) Directed by Quintin Tarantino [Feature film]. New York: The Weinstein Companies.
Fryer, R.G. (2016) ‘An Empirical Analysis of Racial Differeces in Police Use of Force’. NBER Working Paper series.
Available at: www.nber.org/papers/w22399.pdf. (Accessed 4 May 2020).
Gone with the Wind (1939) Directed by Victor Fleming [Feature film] New York: Loew’s Inc.
McDermott, M. (2019) Blackface Shoes and Holocaust T-Shirts: Fashion Brands’ Most Controversial Designs.
www.usatoday.com/story/life/people/2019/02/22/blackface-gucci-prada-zara-burberry-fashion-mostcontroversial-designs/2926837002/. (Accessed 26 June 2019).
Moore, Sharon E., et al. Police and the Unarmed Black Male Crisis: Advancing Effective Prevention Strategies.
Routledge, 2019.
Morris, Wesley. “So Is That Vogue Cover Racist or Not?” Slate Magazine, Slate, 31 Mar. 2008,
slate.com/culture/2008/03/so-is-that-vogue-cover-racist-or-not.html.
Nolan, L. (2019, November 18). Alan Moore: Argument Can Be Made 'Birth of a Nation' is First Superhero Film.
Retrieved August 07, 2020, from https://www.cbr.com/alan-moore-birth-nation-first-superhero-film/
Page, N.T. (1898) Red Rock. Available at: http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/49648 (Accessed 4 May 2020).
Pilgrim, D. (2016) Understanding Jim Crow Using Racist Memorabilia to Teach Tolerance and Promote Social
Justice. San Francisco: PM Press.
“Race 2020.” Performance by Claire Jean Kim , Race 2012, PBS, 2012.
Sanburn, Josh. “Ferguson Grand Jury Evidence: Darren Wilson Calls Michael Brown Demon.” Time, Time, 25 Nov.
2014, time.com/3605346/darren-wilson-michael-brown-demon/.
Smiley, C., and Fakunle, D. (2016) From ‘Brute’ to ‘Thug:’ the Demonization and Criminalization of Unarmed Black
Male Victims in America. Available at: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5004736/. (Accessed 25 June
2019).
Souza, O. (2020). Racist Motifs in Branding. doi.org/10.1080/17547075.2020.1732727
Storr, W. (2018) SELFIE: How We Became so Self-Obsessed and What It’s Doing to Us. London: Picador.
Stowe, H.B. (1852) Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Reprint London: Wordsworth Editions Ltd, 1999. Sturken, M. and
Cartwright, L. (2018) Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
The Birth of a Nation (1915) Directed by D.W.Griffith [Feature film]. Los Angeles: Epoch Producing Corporation.
Thomas, H.W. (2003) Scarred Chest from the series Branded [Chromogenic print]. Available at:
https://artmuseum.princeton.edu/collections/objects/128366 (Accessed 4 May 2020).
Tsang, A. (2017) ‘Nivea Pulls 'White Is Purity' Ad After Online Uproar’. The New York Times Available at:
www.nytimes.com/2017/04/04/business/media/nivea-ad-online-uproar-racism.html. (Accessed 4 May 2020).

About the Author:
Omari Souza is a first-generation American of Jamaican descent,
raised in the Bronx NY. Before working at Texas State University, Omari gained work
experience with companies such as VIBE magazine, the Buffalo News, CBS Radio, and
Case Western Reserve University. He received his BFA in Digital Media from Cleveland
Institute of Art and his MFA in Design from Kent State University. Omari's research
explores the idea of perceptions, and how visual narratives influence culture, how we
view ourselves and others around us.

42

The intellectual transformation of modern design
discourses in the Eastern Mediterranean Region (EMR)
SAAD, Qassim
School of Design and the Built Environment-Curtin University-Perth, Western Australia
qassim.saad@curtin.edu.au
doi: 10.21606/pluriversal.2020.014

This study will offer an overview of applied discourses of design in the Eastern
Mediterranean Region (EMR), including Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq.
Since the 1940s, these countries have been known for their pioneering statues, creative
engagements, and influence on shaping, resourcing, and sustaining the emergent project
of modernity in the EMR. Studies of these countries’ contemporary design discourses are
underdeveloped, with extremely limited studies addressing their context and practices.
This study will survey identical phases throughout the contemporary history of these
countries, exploring and critically reviewing key themes in their regional sociopolitical
rhetoric since the 1950s. The study demonstrates the need to utilise design discourses to
empower regional societies currently facing unrest. The study identified four thematic
periods reflecting the influence of regional sociopolitical rhetoric: (1) the colonisation era,
articulating a sociocultural perspective concerning craftmaking and craftsmanship; (2)
postcolonisation and the emergence of modernity, with design emerging as a cultural
manifestation that enhances regional socioeconomic development; (3) the rise of the
national state, with design as a sociopolitical manifestation utilised to reinforcing identity
and local traditions; (4) expansion of autocracy and current discord, with the emergence
of social design. These thematic periods are explored through selected examples from
across the EMR.
Design in the Eastern Mediterranean, Postcolonial Design, Modern Design, Design and
Social Context

1. Colonial influences on the emergence of modernity in the EMR
During World War I (WWI), geopolitical and economic factors directed the European colonial powers to
arbitrarily draw borders dividing the EMR into new states based on the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement.
These borders have remained a major source of conflict and instability in the region since their
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

inception. Colonial mandates were formally granted in 1922, when the League of Nations gave Britain
sovereignty over Iraq and Jordan, and France was given sovereignty over Syria and Lebanon. At the turn
of 20th Century, a sense of cultural hope was revived in the region when the slow emergence of direct
and indirect communication channels between Arabs and Europe expanded the number of European
books, periodicals, and newspapers available to Arab readers. Moreover, new opportunities were
available for Arabic students to continue their studies at European Institutions—many waves of
migrants from Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt were departing their lands to go to the ‘new world.’ The
expansion of communication with Europe and America supported efforts by Arabic authors to engage in
writing and to “express in Arabic their consciousness of themselves and their place in the modern
world.” (Hourani, 2005, P. 503) Furthermore, Western modernity emerged in the region where Western
notions of progress in science, technology, art, and social systems were introduced. Still, religion at that
time fuelled reactions against applications and practices rooted in Western modernity, where
movements across the EMR “acquire[d] the strength to confront Europe and become part of the
modern world.” (Hourani, 2005, p. 503) A challenging debate developed between traditional Islamic
thinkers and new, educated, local social leaders regarding the alignment of modernity with Islamic
principles in education and sociocultural practices, based on the fact “modernity is Western, and
imperial powers have imposed the Western ways of thought associated with it on the Middle East.”
(Helfont, 2015) Simultaneously, this era addressed the rise of nationalist political beliefs that guided civil
leaders to seek European support in their attempts to detach from the hegemony of the Ottoman
Empire. European attitudes promoted the self-determination of national entities and created a new
Arabic political identity that justified their mandate agreements. Furthermore, support progressed
toward modernisation of these new territories and shifted them from isolation into part of the new
world, which articulated the major arguments justifying and legalising Western colonisation of the
region (al-Musawi, 2006).
The roots of modern cultural practices in the EMR emerged from European influences; for example in
Egypt, with early French invasion (1798–1801) through to British colonialism (1882-1922). The modern
cultural influence of both these colonial powers intersected with the rich ancient history of Egypt,
resulting in modern Egyptian sociocultural practices represented through the local style of artefacts and
architecture. Egypt offered a sustained incubator for rich and ancient traditions of craftsmanship and
skilled artisans. Historical evidence describes how in the 1670s “Cairo already possessed a remarkable
number of guilds: among the multitude of artisan groups (taife) recorded by Evliya Celebi, 262 units
have been identified as associations encompassing the traders and artisans of Cairo proper, excluding
those of Bulaq and other satellite towns.” (Faroqhi, 2012, p. 129) This foundation welcomed and offered
support to the ‘modern’ concept of applied arts introduced in the early 20th Century and was
represented by vocational education institutions established in Cairo at that time1. Craftsmen’s
practices, along with social preferences, significantly influenced the teaching methods and content of
applied arts. This resulted in program content being overloaded with artists’ and craftsmen’s teaching
methods and concepts. It was deeply concerned with construction under supervision, following the
master as a source of knowledge and skilled coach. Therefore, applied arts education transformed into
higher education with arts and crafts-oriented curricula delivering a number of programs based on the
making of artefacts, production skills, and technology2. Applied arts graduates, known locally as applied
The first vocation school was established in Cairo in 1839. In 1909, the school created a new study program focused on craft
and arts, which supported the development of artisan practices.
2 In 1932, the School of Vocational Education changed its name to The School of Arts. Then in 1942, it was called the higher
school of Applied Arts. The school linked with the University of Helwan (state-funded university) in 1975 and become the
Faculty of Applied Arts. Which makes it now known as the “mother of all applied arts faculties” in Egypt.
http://www.helwan.edu.eg/Applied-Arts/ Retrieved 4th/Nov./2019
1
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artists, were capable of maintaining traditional artisan heritage while utilising new technologies to make
and produce ornamented craft objects for both locals and tourists. One of the main categories
traditional Egyptian applied arts graduates are pigeonholed into is that of ‘artistic craftsman’. Such
craftsmen are qualified in imitating existing artwork under the supervision of a master.
Although applied arts programs in Egypt were positioned as a pioneering model that could be replicated
throughout the EMR, established programs in the region during the 1970s didn’t use the term ‘applied
arts.’ Instead, these programs used the term ‘design’ in their titles as a cultural statement, identifying
with the modern context and producing prestigious graduates with knowledge to design and make
ornamental objects. The similarity between design schools in the region and Egyptian applied arts
institutions was related to their context and practices; both relied on arts and crafts as major
components in their curricula, learning outcomes, and teaching practices. This is understandable, as the
majority of design schools in the region were established according to the Egyptian applied arts model
and many had a high proportion of Egyptian academic staff. In fact, they were the founders and leaders
of many of these schools during the established periods. Studies of design discourses in Egypt and the
region are rare, with extremely limited information on the context and practices of that era. The limited
number of local publications (the majority in Arabic) were overwhelmed with the presentation of design
knowledge and practices aligned with traditional local culture and social norms. Such design is intensely
dependent on artistic foundations and know-how concerning crafts and artisan skills, and “their benefit
in adding value to man-made objects through surface ornamentation.” (Chadirji, 1995, p.178)

2. Postcolonialism: Enforced modernity and technological transformation
Geopolitically, the postcolonial nation states in the EMR were considered fragile entities, their existence
and capacity to stabilise influenced by many internal and external factors, considering that “postcolonial societies… are said to be strong, in that people rely on social networks rather than the state to
meet their needs… they rely on tribes or villages notables. As a result, it has been difficult for these
states to carry out their policies and they have often had to resort to violence.” (Helfont, 2015)
Instability has continued in EMR countries due to age-old problems and factors, leading to the dynamic
and meta-complex nature seen today. In Iraq, Britain formed the Kingdom of Iraq under the mandate
system via the Anglo-Iraqi treaty. Britain followed the same process and established a kingdom in
Jordan. Both the Iraqi and Jordanian kingdoms were ruled by the same family, and according to
Cannadin (2002) they were “explicitly conceived on the model of the Indian princely states.” (p.p. 71-72)
After the post-WWI formation of the new EMR states, there were two main visions for what social and
political systems they should follow, both of which continued to have proponents after the
independence of Iraq and Syria, in particular. One of these ideologies is ‘Pan-Arab nationalism,’ which
holds that the era of the Islamic Caliphate stands as the greatest historical example of Arab unity and
reviving this unity is the best way for Arabs to become an effective power in the modern era.
Conversely, there were the nationalist ideologies such as ‘Iraqi Nationalism,’ (AlSayyad, 2008, p.260)
which was the main competing ideology. Iraqi Nationalism perceives Iraq’s Arab heritage to be only one
part of its identity, and that this identity has been formed by the long history of civilisation in the region:
Sumerian, Babylonian, Assyrian, and many more. To the Iraqi nationalists, the historical and cultural
development of the nation has been based on the participation of many different religious and ethnic
groups working together to create Iraqis’ collective historical memory. (Davis, 2005) Both ideologies
promoted a collective national identity which has been applied since the 1950s, particularly in Iraq,
Syria, and Egypt. This collective national identity aimed to create a foundation and driving force behind
their obsession with modernity. However, the presentation of a collective identity quickly collided with
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the complex social fabric of the states and their internal and external influences, resulting in pseudomodernised societies reflected through the production of material and immaterial entities.
After World War II (WWII), the role of design in the achievement of economic growth was promoted in
association with development, and aimed to fulfil basic human needs. The United States clearly
articulated these principles through a program President Harry S. Truman presented in his inaugural
speech on the 20th of January, 1949: “Fourth, we must embark on a bold new program for making the
benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of
underdeveloped areas.” (Escopar, 1995, p. 36) In the historical context, design knowledge was applied
to promote the production of handcrafts, which was treated as an important sector for its ability to
support regional economic growth.3 (Escopar, 2018) At the same time, design practices were applied as
a secondary layer to the production of quality crafts ready for export to international markets,
specifically Western European markets. In this context, the design discourse promoted the “organic
relationship that the crafts-person had with his works, and with his culture.” (Saad, 2006, P 161) Overall,
attempts to introduce the modern design discourse in the region, as well as in many other developing
countries, reflected the specific contexts and practices of design in these countries. Furthermore, there
was also the stagnation and disempowerment of design discourse in the region because of the
longstanding promotion of traditional contexts and artistic practices throughout design education and
learning practices dedicated to visually appealing and craft-oriented artefacts.
Design discourses presented in the region, specifically in Lebanon and Iraq, were treated as a
manifestation of modernity through graphic design education in Lebanon and architecture in Iraq.
Available financial resources in the country supported Iraq as a pioneering state in the region, which can
be seen in the profound early attempts to build modern infrastructure projects for water management,
transportation, urbanisation, and social services. All of these resources maintained the creation and
growth of the new middle class, which were the leading group initiating a culturally-oriented
transformation of Iraq into a modern state. In this context, the Iraqi Development Board (IDB) was
established by the Iraqi government in the early 1950s to strategically plan, oversee, and utilise funding
from foreign creditors and increased export revenue from the Iraqi oil industry to modernise the
country and improve the living conditions of Iraqis. Building on the IDB's goal to achieve modernisation
and enhance the country’s materialisation, the IDB presented modern architecture as a symbol and core
element in the progression towards a modern lifestyle, represented through building styles capable of
strengthening national identity (Bernhardsson 2008). Through this vision, Baghdad became a prominent
location for world-class architects, offering them the opportunity to create pioneering modern
architecture in the region. The IDB commissioned a world-class architect and urban planner,
Constantinos A. Doxiadis,4 to create the master plan of Baghdad and other major Iraqi cities.
Furthermore, the IDB assigned another strategic project to Doxiadis concerning an ambitious modern
housing project targeting the expanding Iraqi middle class in Baghdad and other major Iraqi cities. The
project defined such housing as "the science of human settlements" (Pyla 2008, P 99) and was guided by
a strategic vision to modify the modern architecture solution to fulfil basic human needs, (figure-1).
Moreover, the IDB invited key international architects to design specific projects in Baghdad: Le
Corbusier was commissioned to build a mammoth sports stadium; Walter Gropus from the Architects
Collaborative was asked to design Baghdad University campuses (figure-2); Alvar Aalto was invited to
3

In Jordan, the US ‘Point Four’ program focused on technically and financially supporting local craftsmen through design
consultation, grants, and services, with a local community development foundation established for this purpose. The Walter
Dorwin Teague Association in America studied the Jordanian handicrafts industry in 1950s, and the study was later
implemented as a strategic plan to develop a number of NGOs to support craft sector production, training, and marketing in
Jordan. (Saad, 2006, P 161)
4
http://www.doxiadis.org/
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design a civic centre; and Frank Lloyd Wright was commissioned to design the Baghdad opera house.
The IDB also supported pioneering Iraqi architects, commissioning Mohamed Makiya, Kahtan Awni, and
Rifat Chadirji to design many public and private buildings.

Figure-1: Constantinos A. Doxiadis (1950’s) the modern housing for the Iraqi’s middle class
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Figure-2 : Walter Gropus (1950’s) Baghdad University campuses

In association with this move toward urbanisation and a modern lifestyle, proof of development and
modernisation of sociocultural norms spread across the EMR. Many examples can be found in Iraq,
showing how the materialisation and development of Iraqi architecture were associated with
establishing the EMR’s pioneering cultural movements and creative practices in visual arts and
literature.
1. The modern visual arts movement in Iraq: The practice of contemporary visual art in Iraq was
introduced early in the 20th Century and was influenced by interactions with the modern art
styles of Europe and the methods of teaching and practising visual art in Iraq. Those practices
supported the establishment of modern art education in the early 1930s, when the Institute of
Fine Arts was established in Baghdad. This institute offered programs in visual arts, music,
drama, and design. The practice of modern arts was promoted and enthusiastically received by
the middle class in many Arabic societies in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt. Furthermore, it was
also promoted as the beginning of a radical new era in the sociopolitical context of these
countries. (Shabout, 2012)
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2. The modern literary movement in Iraq: The creative, relatively open, and stable political setting
of the monarchical period in Iraq (1921–1958) enabled intellectuals and writers to discuss Iraqi
identity, emphasising its Arabic origin and its close links with ancient Iraqi civilisation. This
emerged through a variety of creative writing in poetry and other literary forms that appeared
in print and visual media. One of the major transformations toward modernity in Arabic
literature occurred in Iraq in the late 1940s when one of the greatest Arabic poets, Badr Shakir
al-Sayyab (1926–1964), began his literary experiments and drove classical Arabic poetry in a
more modern direction. A group of creative Iraqi writers known as the Ruwwad (Pioneers)
presented the new “free verse” model of Arabic poetry.5 These creative writers and others
revolutionised the form, context, and content of Arabic poetry with the aim of repositioning this
important creative writing away from its classical forms and freeing it from its previously heavy
linguistic role. This allowed for further engagement in contemporary lifestyles, with a focus on
tackling new dimensions of the modern social and political issues. (al-Musawi 2006)
Postcolonial politics in Iraq have been strategically driven by development and modernity since the
1940s. They have benefited from a relatively open and stable political order that has supported
engaging in modern practices, during “the mid-1950s, Iraq seemed to have a hugely promising future,
perhaps as ‘a kind of Oriental Canada.” (Mackintosh-Smith 2019: 490) This strategic vision was applied
effectively and reflected in the rapid social progress that supported the rise of the middle class,
particularly in the country’s big cities. Throughout the EMR, the postcolonial era enhanced society’s
transformation toward a modern lifestyle. This can be seen in the expansion of cultural practices, media,
TV, cinema, and many more, in addition to a similar expansion of social services. The movement toward
modernisation focused on practices that developed slowly and steadily in society, which were informed
by material and immaterial production. These practices included:
•
•
•
•

•

Rapid movement toward building the country’s infrastructure, which was directly aligned with
the Western context of development at the time—i.e., materialisation and economic growth.
Improving urban planning in the regional major cities and providing modern services such as
water and electricity. Additionally, it helped to expand modern transportation networks, such as
roads, ports, and airports across the region.
Strengthening the modernisation of creative cultural practices through active social
engagement, which in turn supported the formation of modern sociocultural practices and civil
society groups such as trade unions and political parties.
Supporting the need of technological transformation for a specialised workforce, which was
reflected through the expansion of basic education outside major cities where new schools and
technical institutions were established. Additionally, supporting the establishment of higher
education and government sponsorship of local graduates to continue their postgraduate
studies at European and American institutions.
Enhancing the modernisation of sociocultural practices through the expansion of print
publications and the establishment of a TV service in the early 1950s.

Emerging design discourses during this era were influenced by the ‘utopian’ context reflected by the
principles, elements, and achievements of ‘international style’ in Europe and the USA. This fostered a
tendency “to link designer’s concerns with how things should be made to larger philosophical issues
about how society should be organised and how human beings can best live.” (Parsons, 2016, P 106)
5

Among the many members of the group, this movement was led by Badr Shākir al-Sayyāb with active
participation from Nāzik al-Malā’ikah (1923–2007), Buland al-Ḥaydarī (1926–1996), and Abd al-Wahhāb al-Bayātī
(1926–1999).
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Furthermore, the utopian context involved the unified role of the designer that related to a concern
with “improving people’s way of living by means of design.” (Dorrestijn, 2013, P 46) Advancements in
technology directed design practices away from traditional art and crafts and toward further
engagement with technology, represented through the mass production of everyday objects and
utilisation of interdisciplinary knowledge in the design process. The postcolonial era established creative
bases for EMR societies to build on and to enhance further development of design discourses during the
upcoming eras.

3. Design as a manifestation of identity
This vibrant era culminated in the late 1960s-1980s, after a period of sociopolitical instability ended with
dictating political orders in countries such as Egypt, Syria, and Iraq. Regionally, it was the era of growing
nationalist ideology, which was gradually enforced after the military coup over the liberal kingdom in
Egypt in 1952, Iraq in 1958, and followed by waves of other military coups in Iraq and Syria. These coups
ended with the Arab Socialist Ba'ath Party dictating the political order in both countries. The Iraqi Ba’ath
party, "despite its tyranny and megalomania, did enact a considerable campaign to utilise Iraq's rich
cultural heritage in order to develop degrees of national identity and social cohesion since its rise in
1968." (Isakhan 2011, P 259) The regional sociopolitical rhetoric – Egypt’s in particular, engaged with
other developing countries to shape the political movement of the non-aligned countries which were
created after the Bandung Conference in 1955. New independent Asian, African, and Latin American
countries agreed to cooperate economically and culturally to oppose colonialism or neocolonialism.6
The movement’s first meeting was later in 1961 and, according to Mignolo, developing countries “made
visible the hidden face of modernity, that is, coloniality” (Mignolo, 2011, P 52) and also addressed a
politically complex scenario outside the tension of the Cold War between Western and Eastern powers.
Furthermore, the non-aligned countries
make a distinction between decolonisation and decoloniality. ‘Decolonisation’ describes…
their struggles to detach themselves from both capitalism and communism. Decolonisation
is a ‘third option,’ but not in between democracy and socialism, capitalism and communism.
It is an option that implies the decolonisation of democracy and socialism and, hence,
capitalism and communism. (Mignolo, 2011, p.p. 52-53)
Additionally, decades of international instability and Cold War tensions empowered the developing
countries to search for alternative solutions to strengthen their development strategies. In this context,
design discourse was promoted as a creative practice that aimed to empower developing countries to
move toward enhanced industrialisation as a means of modernisation and development. This move
aligned with previous locally- and internationally-oriented attempts presented through design theory,
design education, and professional design practices during the 1960s–70s that promoted utilising design
discourse to encourage industrialisation as a means of social and economic growth. (Gwendolyn, 2017)

6

The first large-scale Asian–African or Afro–Asian Conference—also known as the Bandung Conference (Indonesian:
Konferensi Asia-Afrika)—was a meeting of Asian and African states, most of which were newly independent, which took
place on April 18–24, 1955 in Bandung, Indonesia. The twenty-nine countries that participated at the Bandung Conference
represented nearly one-quarter of the Earth's land surface and a total population of 1.5 billion people, roughly 54% of the
earth's population at the time. [1][2] The conference was organised by Indonesia, Burma, Pakistan, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and
India, and was coordinated by Ruslan Abdulgani, Secretary General of the Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The
conference's stated aims were to promote Afro-Asian economic and cultural cooperation and to oppose colonialism or
neocolonialism by any nation. The conference was an important step toward the Non-Aligned Movement.
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bandung_Conference) retrieved 29th/Sept/2017
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The non-aligned movement’s major contribution to design discourses in developing countries was
introduced through the promotion of ‘Design for Development,’ which was introduced politically when
the ‘Ahmadabad Declaration’ was issued in India in 1979. The declaration resulted from joint efforts
between the United National Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO), the International Council of
Societies of Industrial Design (ICSID), and the Indian National Institute of Design (NID). The document
clearly proposed the engagement of design with development as ‘the right way’ to do design in
developing countries. Additionally, the document marked the “first time that industrial design had been
suggested as worthy of inclusion in national development plans.” (Coward, 2005, p.545) The
declaration’s major principles articulated that:
(1) Design is a powerful force capable of improving the quality of life of developing
countries’ populations. (2) Designers should understand and recognise the values of their
societies and reflect them in their designs. (3) Designers should utilise both local, traditional
resources and modern science and technology. (4) Designers should collaborate with one
another to ensure that collective identities are preserved and the priorities of these
collective identities are met. (Ahmedabad Declaration, 1979)
India was characterised as one of the non-aligned movement’s leading countries and this fact was
addressed as the political ideology that supported the establishment of the ‘Ahmedabad Declaration.’ As
Margolin argued, “it was in the spirit of an aggressive call by the developing countries to restructure the
world economy that the Ahmedabad conference was held and the declaration was produced.”
(Margolin, 2006, P 3) Iraq was the only EMR country to sign the Ahmedabad Declaration and specifically
implement its principles in design education– the industrial design programme established in the mid
1970s. (Saad, 2013) However, the ‘Ahmedabad Declaration’ continues to be the only official document
at the international level that articulates the strategic role of design discourse and practices in the
development of developing countries. Additionally, the document articulates the spirit of modernity by
shifting design from its local and traditional context toward enhancements in the modern context. As
Parsons writes: ‘What the Modernists sought, therefore, was not to turn design into ‘fine art’ or
tradition-based craft, but to blend the best elements of traditional craftsmanship, modem mass
production and fine art into a new way of producing material goods that made sense in the social
context of contemporary life.” (Parsons, 2016, p.46) This context enforced the nature of interdisciplinary
knowledge and practice that culminated in the design process in terms of innovation, visualisation,
production, making, and promotion. These practices identified design as a ‘micro’ element within
industrialisation and production processes, whereas the nature of design practices as experimental
shows, overwhelmingly, that design plays a ‘macro’ role in efforts to achieve human development goals
in developing countries. Such arguments supported the value many governments placed on elevating
design as a strategic factor in their development planning. Reflections addressed through new policies—
the ‘design policy’ or ‘design and innovation policy’—utilise design discourse as the core of strategies for
implementing and promoting the country; for example, design policy in Estonia and India.
The era established that ‘development’ and ‘modernity’ are synonymous and have been embedded in
the political, economic, and social rhetoric of progress in developing countries since the mid-20th
Century. Accordingly, ‘modernisation’ can be defined as “a want to have a comfortable, middle-class
existence with all the amenities and attributes that go along with it—clean water, indoor plumbing,
electricity, telecommunications, infrastructure, personal safety, rule of law, stable politics and a good
education system.” (Mignolo, 2011, P 47) However, the crises of modernity in many developing nations
manifests politically and socially, with the endorsement of Westernisation and modernisation over
traditional cultural practices being reflected in the deterioration of such practices in these conservative
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societies. Furthermore, the political reform in some of these nations is correlated with Western
colonialism; such examples include the military coup in Iraq in 1958 to establish a socialist republican
state over the kingdom. This dual vision continues to dominate and is reflected in regional politics,
economics, and sociocultural practices. (Said, 2005) The influence of these broader political contexts is
further reflected through new legislation some EMR countries issued that sought to promote the revival
of traditional heritage and self-sufficiency concerning creative practices and the production of
immaterial and material forms in the fields of architecture, fine arts, design communication, music,
performing arts, etc.
The uprising of socialist politics enforced in these countries caused the states to gain significant control
over socioeconomic affairs, reinforcing their superior position as the only employer of the workforce
and increasing their direct control over the manufacture of material objects in the country. At the same
time, progress toward modernisation and development has been promoted extensively during this era,
led by intellectual modernity. According to Tagharobi, there are three waves that demonstrate
transformation toward modernity in the Middle Eastern region:
Modern literary forms were primarily seen as a way of supporting social and political
reform…Emphasis on domestic sources of thoughts and development under leftist
influences, when the will to change was manifesting through nativism… and the last wave of
intellectuals see the path toward change in analysing their own societies through modern
critical disciplines and by adopting historical perspectives towards their contemporary
issues... (Tagharobi, 2016)
Promoting cultural identity was a major goal of design discourses during this era in the EMR. Policies
enforced design practices and design education to endorse and revive traditional visual elements. For
example, the Iraqi government has enforced the use of selected visual elements from Islamic
architecture when building the façade of new state buildings since the1970s. A policy mandating the use
of Arabic at higher institutions is enforced in both Iraq and Syria, and moved further to ban the use of
non-Arabic language, text, and fonts in all communication designs and branding campaigns. Those
policies include all creative practices in fine arts, music, literature, and related fields. The strategy of
building cultural identity involves a complex web of factors and requires planning based on a long-term
process around enforced sociopolitical roles, which this example applied to design discourses in major
EMR countries. In fact, those enforced roles banned the local design communities from building on
previous achievements and communications with international design communities. Considering the
government’s tight control on communication channels at that time, many policies banned international
journals, books, periodicals, TV programmes, etc. from being distributed locally. Further action was
directed toward localising design education at all levels. This study considers the current retardation and
chaos around design discourses in the EMR as a reflection of the sociopolitical actions enforced in the
region during this era, specifically concerning design education.

4. Autocracy and the expansion of the chaos
Between the two rivers of Mesopotamia, I was born and raised in the city of Fallujah by a conservative,
working-class family. My life was shaped and influenced by the Iraqi sociopolitical rhetoric of modernity
and development. I began my university study in industrial design at the very end of the 1970s,
influenced by a learning environment that aimed to enhance Iraq’s progression toward industrialisation
and make designs suited to local manufacturing capabilities, as a means to achieve self-sufficiency. I
witnessed the expansion of the country’s infrastructure; urbanisation and growth of new industrial
production corporations created many consumer products for the local markets with the brand ‘Made in
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Iraq’ during the 1970s-1980s. Furthermore, I still remember the ‘politically-oriented’ recommendations
that forced design practices to utilise revived historical and cultural motifs and symbols for new ‘Iraqi’
designs across communication, architecture, and other disciplines. Within a short period, the era
showed quality examples of creative designs in architecture and visual arts. Unfortunately, the stability
and development of these achievements degraded quickly, influenced by the series of wars, harsh
economic embargoes, and the recolonisation of Iraq in 2003. Sadly, these events resulted in extensive
retardation and empowered the current chaotic situation. However, since 1991, I’ve witnessed from my
position in exile the gradual retardation not only in Iraq, but across the EMR’s major countries. In such a
complex situation, is design knowledge and practices useful? Can they provide alternative and
innovative solutions for some major problems the EMR communities are facing?
There is an urgent need to transform EMR design discourses beyond their dominant arts and crafts
context and practices. Future transformation means engaging design discourses socially by empowering
social groups’ capabilities and active engagement, through processes, to develop innovative and
sustainable solutions. This theoretical vision relies on the innovative capabilities of design disciplines in
utilising interdisciplinary/transdisciplinary knowledge to support the social groups tackling complex
political, economic, and social challenges. This also means empowering the role of the designer as a
social agent, able to support collective practices toward sustainable societies. In such contexts, we must
(1) reconsider local designers’ knowledge and practices in social innovation and embed their methods
and principles in the core objectives of regional design education programmes, (2) support local
designers to create professional networks capable of sustaining links and professional development
collaboration locally, regionally, and internationally, and (3) acknowledge and support the recent, new
design practices in the region, seen in communication design-oriented groups and activities such as:
•
•
•
•

The MENA7 Design Research Centre, Lebanon: http://www.menadrc.org/about
Amman Design Week, Jordan: http://ammandesignweek.com/index.php/about/overview
100 Best Arabic Poster, Egypt: http://100BAP.com
The Font Lab, Egypt: http://www.facebook.com/typelabauc

We must also support the current social development organisations that continue to direct their
activities and utilise design strategies and tools to broaden their scope and provide innovative social
solutions. Many of these organisations exist across the region in Egypt, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, and
recently in Iraq.
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India is a nation of tremendous cultural diversity and a potential pluriverse in itself. The
layered issue of linguistic integration is a very relevant one in realizing this potential. In
this paper, I explore how the propagation of Hindi as the lingua franca of India creates
feelings of resentment among other language groups through a field study conducted in
the village of Ranekpar in Gujarat in January 2020. While Hindi imposition has been met
with stiff resistance from non- Hindi speaking communities, English seems to retain its
popular status as a language of power and opportunity, despite being occasionally
spurned as an oppressive colonial legacy. The paper seeks to highlight the various reasons
behind the selective acceptance of English as a link language in India by examining existing
literature on the complex language issue, and by comparing the subjective attitudes
towards Hindi and English gathered during the localized study. I locate this work within
the larger discourse of linguistic hegemony, which has been one of the major focal points
of the existing repertoire of post-colonial studies in India.
Hegemonic imposition; plurality; linguistic integration; lingua franca

1. Introduction
Understanding Indian society with its large multitude of cultures and inherent complexities is a mandate
that is as complicated and humongous as India herself. Tackling layered issues like Eurocentric
paradigms embedded in public consciousness and internalized colonial mentality require a line of
inquiry into the numerous factors that play a role in their emergence, pervasiveness and persistence.
One of these factors is language and the way we communicate. Another is India’s past as a British
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colony; the post-colonial nation must grapple simultaneously with its imperial legacies, including the
perpetual adulation of all things ‘Western’.
While envisioning a world with many co-existing centres, one cannot help but be awed by the existing
diversity in India and the potential to harness this staggering array of worldviews to create desirable
futures. Today, the dangers of adverse linguistic reactions and agitations prove more worrisome when
viewed from the perspective of a pluriverse.
There is a Hindi aphorism that depicts India’s linguistic diversity rather well: Kos-kos par badle paani,
chaar kos par baani [The taste of water changes every mile, and every four miles, the spoken language].
While the states in India are organized along linguistic lines, the push for a common national language
has, from time to time, flared up regionalism and fierce assertion of linguistic identity. Politicians, policymakers and writers have argued for Hindi to be the language that represents India, as it is spoken by a
large population. But do such efforts not undermine the ‘unity in diversity’ principle which the country
takes pride in?
An intriguing insight which surfaced during the Pivot 2020 Conference was that many nations and their
borders themselves are colonial constructs which throw in a diversity of people together without any
consideration for the cultural implications. This complicates manifestations of nationalism. Dua (1993)
suggests that “the case of Hindi as a national language may be considered as a prototype of the complex
sociolinguistic issues involved in national identity” (p. 293). The presence of English further complicates
the issue of national identity; while it is an imperial legacy that has proved profoundly useful and
convenient for the diverse country, it is also a remainder and reminder of a long colonial past and a
carrier of Eurocentric schemas.

1.1. Motivation and purpose of study
In January 2020, I witnessed a peculiar exchange in Hindi between a ten-year-old boy and a design
college student, my batchmate, during our field work in Ranekpar village, in Gujarat.
“Aap boht buray ho. Poochho kyun?” [You are very bad. Ask me why?]
“Kyun?” [Why?]
“Hamein aapki bhaasha seekhni padti hai, par aap hamaari bhaasha nahi seekhte.”
[We learn your language Hindi, but you don’t learn ours.]
“Meri bhaasha Telugu hai, tum seekhoge?” [My language is Telugu; will you learn it?]
Here, the boy, whose mother tongue is Gujarati, expresses his mild resentment over the fact that he is
required to “learn” (or rather, study) Hindi to a college girl from Ahmedabad, whom he assumes to be a
native Hindi speaker. She tells him that her mother tongue is, in fact, Telugu.
While my batchmate, who belongs to Hyderabad, speaks Telugu at home and uses English for most
purposes in college, the common language that most of us used to interact with the villagers was mainly
Hindi. Even in the above scenario, it was the link language which facilitated communication between
two individuals from vastly different regions of the country, both geographically and culturally. In spite
of this, Hindi was not considered by either of them as their ‘own.’
This incident prompted me to reflect on the pervasive ‘one nation one language’ paradigm in India. This
ideology holds that India must draw her identity from a single ‘national’ language. As a design student
striving to understand the complex context I operate in, as well as someone who was born into one
linguistic group (Tamil), was educated in another (English) and socialized largely in yet another (Hindi),
the issue of language and its intersections with identity was of immense interest to me. Being a part of
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such overlapping linguistic circles enables me to comprehend many north Indian languages through my
knowledge of Hindi and south Indian languages through Tamil, and greatly endears the subject of
linguistics to me. The research also led me to reconsider some of my own assumptions, by grappling
with the sheer scale of the Indian context one step at a time.
My line of inquiry was this: what goes behind the attitudes of perceiving a language as ‘yours’ or ‘mine’?
Can we have an ‘our’ language? Would a common tongue serve to bridge our pluralities or undermine
diverse worldviews?
These questions crystallized into the aim of bringing in subjective perspectives in order to understand
why Hindi is considered hegemonic and English preferred by non-Hindi speakers, and what the
implications of both these languages are for the plural worldviews in India. I attempt to understand the
connotations of the linguistic integration paradigm from the perspective of a north Indian village,
keeping in mind the dichotomy of the sustained but transforming role of English as a link language in
post-colonial India.

2. Background
I place this inquiry against a backdrop of complex cultural, historical and political developments since
the colonial period. The institutionalized study of English in India was introduced with the 1835
Macaulay Minute on Education with the “lofty purpose of making accessible to Indians the knowledge
and learning of modern Europe. English education was intended to help the Indians to understand
themselves better, to interpret themselves to the West and the West to themselves.” However, the
“knowledge of English was confined to a small number of people, the country became divided into an
English-speaking elite and the non-English-speaking masses, with hardly a bridge between them”
(Gupta, 1995, p. 74). After 1947, it continued to flourish as the first language of the ruling classes and
the state. However, being associated by some with colonial oppression and cultural invasiveness, “it
came under increasing attack, especially by nationalists and cultural revivalists, intellectuals committed
to post-colonial ideology, and politicians in search of populist vote- gathering slogans” (Gupta, 1995, p.
74).
During the framing of India’s constitution in 1950, the Government hoped to make Hindi the sole official
language of the country. However, because of strong opposition from South India, it was decided that
English would remain an associate official language until 1965, after which Hindi would become the sole
national and official language. But 1965 saw widespread protests from non-Hindi regions, which brought
about a major change in the nation’s language policy: the indefinite continuance of English as a coofficial language. Each state would have the liberty to choose its own official language, and 22 such
major languages were then officially recognized in the constitution. Why was Hindi so vehemently
opposed? As Peggy Mohan (2000) points out, “Hindi was just another regional language in the new
India; [...] by no means 'national'. The real (inherited) National Language, English, was in no sense a mass
language” (p. 1672). Even so, English was the chosen target language of the states which opposed Hindi.
The Hindi movement in South India was started in the year 1918 by Mahatma Gandhi, who saw the
need to unite the northern and southern states of the country in the interest of national integration.
As Hindi was spoken by the largest section of the people of India, institutions like the Dakshin Bharat
Hindi Prachar Sabha were tasked with spreading Hindi in the South. The Three-language formula
envisaged by Kothari Commission sought that, Hindi should be introduced in non-Hindi-speaking states
from an early stage and the Hindi-speaking states should introduce a non-Hindi Indian language.
However, while most non-Hindi speaking states did introduce Hindi, unfortunately, the Hindi-speaking
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states bypassed the requirement to teach a non-Hindi language (preferably a South Indian language) by
teaching Sanskrit, which uses the same script as Hindi. As recently as 2019, the Union Home Minister
proposed to declare Hindi as the national language on the occasion of Hindi Diwas [Annual Hindi Day],
claiming it “alone” could unite the country and it was the language which should become India’s identity
globally.
The 2011 Census listed 1,369 rationalized mother tongues in the country. A total of 19,569 raw returns
of mother tongues were subjected to thorough linguistic scrutiny, edit and rationalisation in order to
assess the correlation between the mother tongue and designations of the census, and to present them
in terms of their linguistic affiliation to actual languages and dialects. In this Census, 43.63% of Indians
listed Hindi as their mother tongue. Taking this figure at face value, we can say that Hindi is the first
language of less than half of our population. After we include those who list it as a ‘second’ or ‘third’
language, the figure only just about crosses the halfway mark. Besides this, there are 49 dialects and
languages, some with grammar and syntax of their own, which are grouped under the term ‘Hindi’,
including Haryanvi, Braj, Awadhi and Rajasthani. Though a Hindi speaker may easily understand some of
these tongues, they each have an identity not wholly dependent on Hindi. As the official language that
takes account of a large expanse of terrain with many different dialects, it proves that the actual figures
are an exaggeration. This renders the argument of majority-speakers baseless. Even if it is spoken by a
large number of people, this is not a majority, as “the 'Hindi belt' is not actually 'Hindi-speaking' [...]; It
merely has Hindi language loyalty” (Mohan, 2000, p. 1673). However, as Groff (2016) demonstrates in
her ethnographic study, even ‘loyalty’ might be an oversimplification of the ground realities.
English is frequently attacked for being a ‘foreign element’ by those who support Hindi. While it is a
remnant of the colonial era, the role of English has changed over the past seven decades. While it was
introduced by the British to help create a class of Indians to aid them in communicating with and
governing the masses, it is now used as a common medium of communication between Indians from
different linguistic communities. While it used to be a tool to convince the colonized masses that the
West was the epitome of civilizational achievement, today it is an important international language that
affords Indians access to the world at large, especially in the wake of the digital revolution.
The English versus Hindi debate persists to date, and manifests as minority language conflicts and issues
pertaining to education and policy. (Mohan, 2010) (Sridhar, 1996) (Ramanathan, 1999) (Chandran, 2006)
(Jussawalla, 1982).

2.1. Literature context
Hans R. Dua (1993) examines the dynamics of the Hindi-English conflict and compares them as the
‘national language’ and the ex-colonial language respectively.
Santosh Kumar Khare (2002) points out that the popular arguments for Hindi are the number of
speakers, as well as its lineage from Sanskrit. He proposes a number of coping mechanisms against
linguistic conflicts, including Hindi adopting a more liberal approach by integrating other languages, and
changes in its educational and recruitment policies instead of its symbolic constitutional pedestal.
Krishna Sen (2009) assesses the dimensions of nationalism, globalism and nativism with respect to
English in post-colonial India as a problematic identity paradigm, along with its connection to education,
the Indian middle class, the indigenized Indian English, and to privilege.
R. K. Gupta (1995) discusses the transforming role of English in the Indian subcontinent from the colonial
era to the current situation and analyses its shortcomings and merits. He also discusses the issues in
English studies in the post-colonial situation, such as the disparity in proficiency among states and the
problems posed by varying degrees of competence among students. He counters the usual arguments
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used against English by nationalists, politicians and cultural revivalists, and reflects upon the many
paradoxes of the language, the ambiguity in the policy regarding English and the wide disparity between
profession and practice.
Anirudh Deshpande (2000) argues that English in India is pernicious, because it lives and grows at the
expense of the other Indian languages, especially Hindi. He contextualizes the decline of Hindustani
against the backdrop of communal politics and rising importance of English due to the westward-looking
mentality of the Indian elite. He asserts that that "successful nation states cultivate their own languages
even at the cost of historical legacies they might unfortunately inherit,” and that "knowledge and
philosophy of a society cannot be developed in languages the masses do not comprehend.” However,
the reality is that neither is Hindi a language that the masses comprehend. He bemoans how poorly
Hindi has fared since Independence, and the precedence that English takes over Hindi as “the language
of social status and power,” but overlooks the way the propagation of Hindi prompted regional passions
to flare up and blighted the cause of Hindi. The case of Ranekpar shows that the seemingly wellintentioned promotion efforts have only created a resentment among other linguistic groups, even as
Hindi is touted as the most suitable language for the nation by its supporters.
Lakhan Gusain (2012) traces the evolution “before and after Indian independence in 1947 Constituent
Assembly debates for making it a national language, anti- Hindi agitations in the southern states and
compromises, federal efforts in promoting and propagating it as an official language, and finally, Hindi's
emergence as a language of masses” (p. 44). However, in arguing for the effectiveness of and the need
for Hindi as a national language, the perspectives of the masses are largely ignored. Hindi still has not
quite “emerged” as a “language of the masses,” though its propagation has evidently resulted in several
linguistic communities perceiving it as a threat.
Cynthia Groff (2016) offers a local, minority-language perspective on national level language planning in
the context of linguistic diversities through interviews and participant observation with Kumauni people
of Uttarakhand. She asserts that “from an international perspective, India’s language policies may be
applauded as exceptionally multilingual. Indeed, India’s acceptance and promotion of linguistic diversity
contrasts with the policies of many nations that have promoted the status of a single national language”
(p. 137) However, “much of the linguistic diversity in India remains hidden,” as she shows through her
study of the on-the-ground consequences experienced by Kumauni speakers in North India. I adopted a
similar approach in order to weigh popular narratives championing Hindi, against local perspectives,
which yielded qualitative insights.

3. Primary Research
3.1. Field context
Ranekpar is a village located in rural area of Morbi district of Gujarat; it is one of the 67 villages of
Halvad Block of Morbi district. It has around 400 families. The language spoken here is Gujarati.
According to Census 2011, Ranekpar's population is 2391. Out of this, 1201 are males whereas the
females count 1190.
This village has 449 children in the age group of 0-6 years. Among them 223 are boys and 226 are girls.
Literacy rate in Ranekpar is 56%. 1344 out of total 2391 population is literate here. In males the literacy
rate is 67% as 807 males out of total 1201 are literate while female literacy rate is 45% as 537 out of
total 1190 females are literate. They practice Hinduism, and the major castes are Bharwad, Babariya and
Patel.
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Their occupations range from agriculture to cattle-rearing and dairy-farming, shop-keeping and other
businesses. There are five primary schools in the village for both boys and girls. The villagers were very
forthcoming and warm towards us, and willingly offered their perspectives on the various issues we
inquired about and participated actively in the discussions we initiated.

Figure 1 Map showing location of Ranekpar and satellite image of Ranekpar village in Gujarat

3.2 Methodology
The field study was facilitated by the National Institute of Design, Ahmedabad, as part of the course
curriculum. I conducted this qualitative localized study over a 10-day period, during which I spent ten
hours daily interacting with the locals. Through numerous informal and semi-formal interviews with the
children, their parents and the elderly of Ranekpar, I raised questions about their perceptions of Hindi
and English, beside their mother tongue, with the aim of gathering the local perspectives on the
linguistic integration paradigm. The interactions took place in a hybrid common language which was a
mixture of Hindi and the locally spoken dialect of Gujarati. Paralanguage was also taken into cognizance
while interpreting the tone to draw inferences. Data was collected in the form of subjective perspectives
through conversations. I attempt to paraphrase the conversations in English as literally as possible.

3.3 Data: Some local perspectives
•

When the study began, one group of women was convinced that we had arrived at the village to
learn Gujarati. My ice-break happened to be a long impromptu session with them during which
we exchanged the words for various objects (blouse, clothes, earrings, dog, etc.) in our
respective languages. For a community which had rare interactions with people from other
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states, we were an intriguing novelty, as we were students who hailed from different states and
spoke at least twelve different languages between us.
•

One middle-aged woman retrieved a wedding invitation printed in Tamil, which her family had
received in 2012, when she learnt that my mother tongue was Tamil. She said in a mixture of
Hindi and Gujarati, “This had come from your country,” using the words tamara des, literally
meaning “your country”. She told me that she had preserved it because it was in Tamil.
That a language and a script so different from one’s own exists was a source of immense
fascination and excitement to her. This brought out the beauty of the pluralism in India. A
linguistic group so remote that it seems like a different country.

•

“You are big people, you speak English,” observed a middle-aged man, referring to our batch of
students.
This attitude surfaced on multiple occasions, where the children, eager to impress, used as
many English words as they knew when they conversed with us, switching swiftly to Gujarati
while talking amongst themselves. Calling us “big people” seemed to indicate how English
connotes prestige and invokes a certain grudging awe, and that it connotes the ‘urban’ and the
‘powerful.’ This complex is a major player in how identities are formed in Indian society. As the
elite Indian aspired to climb the social ladder in the colonial era by learning English, so do
today’s unempowered Indians, belonging to rural regions, lower classes, disadvantaged castes
or tribes, aspire to improve their status by equipping themselves with the language that seems
to open doors in the same country which was once culturally enslaved by it. Unfortunately, the
realities of illiteracy, gatekeeping and quality of education prove that this is not an easy
threshold to cross.

•

“ABCD padhte hain.” [They study ABCD], a man said with pride, referring to his children studying
in the village primary school. The alphabet as a synecdoche again demonstrated how English
education was a status symbol and language of power and opportunity. It is a matter of pride for
the villagers that their children are studying English at school. In the village, it is perceived as
exotic and stylish. English is perceived as (and has indeed been, for a large part of India’s
modern history) a status symbol.

•

“She keeps listening to Hindi songs, she has no interest in our folk music... I don’t understand
Hindi, I feel very helpless,” a middle-aged mother expressed her worries about her daughter,
who preferred listening to mainstream Hindi music, from Bollywood movies and albums, over
Gujarati music and the folk music of the village. This illustrates how a dominant culture
overtaking the intangible living culture of the village is a matter of concern for the locals.
The older generations were especially sceptical of these influences. An octogenarian woman
recalled the days of her youth (in Gujarati), when she would sing traditional Gujarati folk songs
with her sisters at weddings, whereas ‘today’s youth’ danced to loud Hindi music. While this
may not directly be related to the integration paradigm, it showed how children were more
open to the influence of Hindi, the educational exposure allowing them to explore these genres
and gradually replacing the folk traditions passed down the generations.

•

Another man in his mid-twenties said passionately, “Hindi toh apne des ki hi hai. Agar aapke
parivaar ka koi aapse aise bartaav karey toh kaisa lagta hai? Bhai jaisa haina Hindi toh. Bada
bhai. Angrezi toh kya, baahar ki vastu hai.”
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[Hindi is from the same land, of Indian soil; if someone from your own family suppresses you
and treats you like an inferior, how does it feel? As Indian languages, aren't these equal to
Hindi? Why is Hindi a dominating bigger brother? English is a foreign object, I agree...]
This intriguing analogy the man gave compared ‘Indian languages’ to family members and
English to a ‘baaharwala’ or an ‘outsider’; Hindi is seen as born of ‘Indian soil’, thus ideally an
equal to every other native language. This perspective holds that English deserves the tag of
being better because it is an import. If Hindi is imposed in the same hegemonic way as English
was by the colonizers, it argues, how can it be considered any better?
This analogy for insider versus outsider also brought up the issue of internalized colonial
mentality, which holds the English language to be better because it was ‘brought from outside.’

4. Inferences
The broad inferences drawn from the study regarding the selective acceptance of English saw the
emergence of the following themes.
•

Language as a status symbol: English is a language that has been associated with aspirations
and upward mobility for generations. These ambitions are shared by businessmen, intellectuals
and academics alike and almost everyone prominent manages to send his or her children
abroad on one pretext or another. This push towards the west, and the wide-spread social
admiration and envy it provokes in the case of people who 'make it', has shattered the selfconfidence of the Indian middle class (Deshpande, 2000). It was a rather glaring insight that
while the urban middle class develops a westward-looking tendency, the rural areas aspire to
become more urban by studying English. Beyond its functional aspect, English also carries a
sense of power with it, that other Indian languages do not.

•

Colonial mentality: English is perceived as intrinsically better precisely for the same reason it is
occasionally spurned by nativists: that it is an “imported” language. This mentality finds an echo
in how things, ideas and people from ‘beyond’ India, particularly the West, are viewed and
looked up to. Here, a ‘na tera na mera’ (neither yours nor mine) attitude was prevalent: a
willingness to embrace the ‘neutral outsider’ rather than settle for the other’s mother tongue.

•

Religious and regional neutrality: While Hindi is natively spoken (and spoken for) in the Hindi
belt by 43% of Indians (Census 2011), English is largely a target language for most Indians. The
insight from the study is that another reason for the preference is the perception of Hindi as
being monopolized by certain regions, whereas English is more universal. The perception of its
neutrality in terms of region makes it more favourable. Even in publishing, N. Kamala (2000)
points out, the “Hindi vision and appropriation of Indian literary culture is replaced by a
contemporary novel production staking a claim to pan-Indianism in English—a language that is
not inherent to any hegemonic region in India [...] English is the language [used] to counter Hindi
hegemony when attempting to address the whole of India. English is used as the vehicle of
unity” (p. 251) The various indigenized ways of speaking it mean there is no right or wrong
English; each region in India has its unique version of the lingua franca. It has not become ‘yours’
or ‘mine’, unlike Hindi.
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Moreover, Hindi has communal connotations in being a Sanskritized version of Hindustani, a
composite language spoken in North India, which was gradually but consciously purged of its
Urdu components “by provincial language puritans” (Deshpande, 2000, p. 1240), to make a
language for Hindus, while the Persianized Urdu component would be for Muslims. English has
escaped this communalization by remaining an “outsider,” a value-neutral option devoid of
religious undertones.
•

Assertion of identity: For the locals of Ranekpar, loyalty to one’s language and the aversion to
another is essentially a matter of assertion of identity. In a country where every language is as
good as any other in principle, and unity lies in diversity, voices at the grassroots level go largely
unheard when policy makers push the integration paradigm. They wanted the liberty to learn
the language of their choice.

•

The fascination with plurality: For the villagers it was a source of amusement and fascination
that we were from different parts of India and did not speak Gujarati. The need to act out
certain dialogues and communicate through exaggerated performances was a novel experience
for us all. Reflecting upon those experiences reassures me that the lack of a common language
does not necessarily hinder the ability to communicate, or connect; what makes us human is the
most primal strategy of looking for our commonalities and connecting over them; we are social
beings. Some of us have remained in touch over phone calls even during the lockdown, and
despite differences in mother tongues/ a lack of an ‘our’ language. However, this fascination did
not extend to Hindi, even though they considered it an outsider, because it was taught at
schools.

•

Inter-generational differences: An interesting pattern that emerged during the study was that
children were more accepting of languages other than their mother tongue, whether English or
Hindi, accepting it as a part of their education. However, the interesting thing to note was the
remarkable insight which emerged from a ten-year-old child, who could sense that Hindi
seemed to be spreading its tendrils into his linguistic community. The older generations were
more worried about the way “Hindi culture” and the mainstream Bollywood influence was
signalling a shift in values. Teachers in the village adopted a dual role by teaching in the target
languages but communicating in the mother tongue.
The oldest generation saw English as something exotic and foreign, while the middle-aged
viewed it as a symbol of urbanization. The youngest, Internet-savvy generation with exposure to
smartphones and TV, spoke a mixed tongue, interspersing Gujarati and Hindi with several
English words.

5. Conclusions
One could argue that Hindi is not substituting the mother tongue at educational level; studying this link
language would only benefit the villagers. I concede that we do need a common tongue that facilitates
communication across regions; but it need not be a singular, identity-lending one which subsumes the
significance of the others. Besides, who decides what this common language will be? Where do the
voices of those on the ground figure in the decision?
In a bid to forge a pan-Indian identity, these diverse perspectives are often ignored by policy-makers.
This is why pushing the integration paradigm without taking the true masses into consideration proves
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counter-productive. Regionalism and a distaste for insistent hegemonic narratives develop as a response
to these efforts, and in turn shape the perceptions of languages at the ground-level, as highlighted by
the primary research.
How might we address hegemony?
Perhaps the first step would be to acknowledge that it exists. Our colonial history carries many examples
of subjugation and the reactions it triggers. We have convinced ourselves that we must attack
everything that is a remnant of this past, and in this ongoing decolonization, we often target some
things that we consider “foreign.” The irony is that we tend to substitute them with other things in the
same way. In targeting English for being an imperial legacy, we have thrusted Hindi upon populations
without recognizing their views and desires. Language is intrinsically tied to culture, and as
anthropologist Wade Davis (2003) puts it, “It is not change or technology that threatens culture; it is
power, the crude face of domination.” This power, once exercised by our colonizers, now lies with us.
How could we harness it to design better systems for communication without jeopardizing plural
identities? How could we utilize it effectively to make our ‘unity in diversity’ principle more of a reality?
Committing ourselves to acknowledging diverse voices and becoming aware of our own biases and
assumptions would go a long way in realizing India’s inherent potential to create a reality where
pluralities co-exist, thrive and enrich each other. The design community has an important part to play in
vocalizing these perspectives and amplifying these voices; it must provoke people to reconsider their
assumptions and question their privilege. While conscious efforts to disrupt hegemony must be made at
the systemic and societal levels, designers working at the community level could make an effort, within
their capacity, to learn the local language.
As Anderson (1991) says, the nation is an imagined community. The intrigue felt by the locals upon
encountering multiple new ‘Indian’ languages was hardly surprising. India, for them, is an abstract
concept, and the plurality they had to deal with during our field study made them pause and marvel.
During my presentation in the Pivot Conference, a participant from Pakistan remarked that they could
relate to the issue very well; as such, even our borders are the outcome of colonialism, dividing and
throwing together people with no real regard for plural or overlapping identities. With states organized
along linguistic lines, but not even one completely unilingual state, can we have an ‘our’ language?
The primary research only made it clearer that making broad generalizations for a country as plural as
India would be a huge blunder. The findings from studying a Hindi-speaking village, or a Tamil, or Bengali
or Punjabi-speaking village would no doubt be quite different. Thus, these are not generalizations for all
of India, but an example of how a hegemonic paradigm affects even the grassroots level.
Once we recognize these unique contexts as resources which can help us understand and navigate this
ambiguous territory of linguistic politics and power dynamics, we can begin to imagine new pluriversal
worlds and inclusive futures through conversations not just in one, but many languages.
India is richer for the multiple worlds that exist within her, and for them to coexist would take more
than a single answer in a single language.
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Vestiges of the curricula at the Bauhaus and the Hochschule, Ulm, the former designed in
the 1920s, and the latter created in the 1950s, can still be seen in design curricula around
the world. These curricula focused on the craft of design and were very tied to large
industrial economies. More traditional design curricula born out of the Bauhaus and
Ulm, focused on graphic and product or industrial design. The design community
has placed several calls to re-imagine a future design education. This contribution
shares several sketches of design curricula driven by pluriversal issues, epistemologies
and ontologies, and not created as a recreation of what already existed. These
explorations were created, over several years, as responses to needs of people in the
Caribbean and Latin America. One image looks at design education from people from
most ‘vulnerable’ countries, using definitions by the United Nations. Another looks at
empowering and liberatory design education, building on critical pedagogy principles
of Freire and Shor. A third image looks at a design curriculum through a decolonial
lens. A fourth image examines the skills that design education could foster. While a
fifth image explores a design curriculum that celebrates a pan-African identity. While
none of these sketches is a complete curriculum, each is an invitation to other
educators to challenge existing paradigms of design education and to create relevant
curriculum for diverse audiences. While these curricular experiments are built around
the experiences of people from the Global South, these curricula, based by different
epistemologies may also provide some insights into what might be missing from design
curricula in the Global North.
Decolonial curriculum, pluriverse, design education

Introduction
In this informal paper, I am sharing a thought experiment that I’ve been running for several years. It
started with a quote by a well-known design researcher, Prof. Ken Friedman:
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Since most design professions involve shaping goods and services within large industrial
economies, this political-economic context is one key to the realities of design education today
and tomorrow” (Ken Friedman, 2012)
In this statement, Prof. Ken Friedman (2012) tied the political and social contexts of design education to
large industrial economies. This, to me, seemed to challenge the validity and the relevance of design
practice and design education outside of these types of contexts. Something about that phrase jumped
out at me and made me think, ‘but wait, I’m a designer from a tiny dot in the Caribbean, not from a
large industrialized country. What about me? I practiced design and I taught design, at a tertiary level.
Isn’t design practiced outside of large industrialized contexts? Doesn’t design education exist in these
places? Isn’t what I do also design?
While many design professions and design schools may operate within large economies, I’ve often
wondered what design education should look like for someone from a small non-industrialized context?
How can design and design education in these places use, like the athletics program in Jamaica, their
varied culture and contexts to create relevant design curriculum to serve their populations? How do we
create a global view in design education that is not a hegemonic Western view, and a repeat of curricula
from the West?
The 100th year of the Bauhaus was celebrated in 2019. It is considered by many to be the start of formal
design education. The Bauhaus was founded in 1919 by the Prussian architect Walter Gropius, as a new
form of craftsman’s guild, where students were assigned to workshops to learn crafts (Wainwright,
2019). The slightly less well-known Ulm School of Design closed its doors in 1968. Both curricula have
influenced design education, particularly graphic design, industrial design and architecture, significantly
and their influence can still be felt in many places around the world.
The Hochschule für Gestaltung (HfG) Ulm was founded in 1953 and operated in Ulm, Germany, till 1968.
The HfG Ulm had four departments – Product Design, Visual Communications, Industrial Building and
Information – which later became Film (Jacob, 1988). The school was rooted in socialism, The program
at Ulm was more multi-disciplinary than the Bauhaus program and included subjects such as sociology,
psychology, writing, graphic design, product design and architecture.
A long time ago, I used to think it was nice to be able to recognize some foundational exercises
whenever I visited a design school in another country. So I’ve recognized some of the same design
exercises in Brazil, at the National Institute of Design, in Bangalore, in Trinidad, where I taught for many
years, and in North Carolina where I did my PhD. These days I find myself asking more? How could this
be more different.
I’ve explored several variations of design curricula that are not inspired by the Bauhaus or Ulm. I share
these in the following paragraphs. The curricula are described in words, and also presented as images.

1. A curriculum for ‘vulnerable’ economies
I created my first visual design curriculum experiment (Fig. 1) in Figure 1, in 2014 as a response to Prof.
Friedman’s assertion that design served large industrialized economies. In developing this curriculum
after reading Friedman’s article I began to think about what economies might be the smallest and least
industrialized, and what could go into a design curriculum in this context. The United Nations defines the
most vulnerable countries as Landlocked Developing countries, Small Island Developing States and
there’s a category called Least Developed Country (UN-OHRLLS, 2014). The cultural and social contexts
in LLDCs, LDCs and SIDSs can be so different from more industrialized contexts that the questions in a
design curriculum for any of these places should have a different starting point. Given the challenges
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faced in developing countries, especially those of LLDCs, LDCs and SIDS, in addition to those skills, design
education in the developing world also requires a strong base in the social sciences in areas such as:
social and environmental responsibility; anthropology and ethnography; sustainability; culture;
behavioral sciences; change management and entrepreneurship as well as skills relating to advocacy,
lobbying and collaborating with the public sector, since in many of these places the government
agencies are not yet aware of how design can support their countries’ development.
I started with some core design abilities that improved design practice, such as learning to ask the right
questions, making sense of information, creating concepts, prototyping, and communicating ideas
(Moratsky, 2016). These I presented in the petals of the flower, around the central concept of ‘design
thinking’, which should not be confused with the codified design thinking process. In the center I was
referring to the ‘way that designers think. In the orange ring, I identified other fields and skills that we
draw on to do good design work, such as ethnography, sustainable development, environmental
responsibility, critical theory and change management. In the outer circle, I identified major economic
and social issues in LLDC, LDCs and SIDs. To make a case for locally developed curricula instead of what
sometimes obtains where people will borrow the curriculum developed in another context.

Figure 1. Design curriculum for Least developed countries, Small island developing states and Land locked developing countries.
Noel 2016
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2. Empowering Design Curriculum
I developed the following visual curriculum for my doctoral fieldwork with children in Trinidad. The aim
of the curriculum was to provoke critical discussions, helping the students to identify challenges and
take action through design. Merely critiquing society and analyzing problems can be depressing, and this
is what design (influenced by Industrial Design) brings to this equation. The active element of design
thinking where children or participants propose and sometimes make solutions to problems means that
the critique of systems does not remain depressing and overwhelming, and the discussion can become
empowering for people who may have thought that they could not influence change. The curriculum
was also used in Puerto Rico by Dr. O’Neill with her students in Puerto Rico (Noel & O’Neill, 2018).
The curriculum is student-centered in keeping with Freire’s approach to pedagogy that utilized the
experience of students and showed respect for their knowledge, culture, and language (Peterson, 2003).
It combined Critical Utopian Action Research and Shor’s principles of empowering education (1992). The
CUAR framework connects critiques to utopian ideas and action with local stakeholders around critical
questions such as what’s wrong?, and questions that lead to utopian action such as where would we like
to go? and how can our dreams become a reality? (Husted & Tofteng, 2015, Nutti, 2016). Shor (1992)
proposed a framework for empowering education that encouraged students to become thinking
citizens, change agents and social critics. He proposed that empowering pedagogy must be
participatory, affective, problem-posing, situated, multicultural, dialogic, desocializing, democratic,
researching, interdisciplinary and activist.
In drawing this version of the curriculum, I wanted to challenge the rigidity of a circular format and
created this somewhat hand-drawn sketch (inspired by a doodle on Pinterest) where the design process
of this curriculum focuses on three main questions from Critical Utopian Action Research are
surrounded by Shor’s principles of empowering education

Figure 2. Empowering design education. Source: Noel 2020
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3. A decolonial design curriculum
The third curriculum study draws on the work of the scholars Escobar, Mignolo and Santos (2013) to
create principles for a pluriversal design syllabus.. This work focuses on decoloniality and pluriversality.
This curriculum emphasizes Responsive Design Practice , Radical Decoloniality, Critical Making ,
Resilience and Change , Knowledge as Emancipation, Critical Utopias and Dystopias, Community as
Educator, Unlearning Oppression , Understanding our Worlds, Intentional Listening and Seeing, Critical
Design Thinking, Localization and Globalization, Anti-hegemonic knowledge and non-Western Worlds.
This curriculum responds to Santos’s (2013) calls for epistemologies of seeing and of absent knowledges
by promoting ‘knowledge diversity’ and a culture of ‘noticing’ through courses like ‘localization &
globalization’, ‘responsive design practice’, ‘community as educator’ and ‘Intentional listening and
seeing’. The course titled ‘Knowledge as Emancipation borrows the term directly from Santos’ text
(2013, p. 156), giving the curriculum an emancipatory underpinning.

Figure 3. A pluriversal Design curriculum inspired by Santos, Escobar and Mignolo.

4. A curriculum around design mindsets and 21st century skills
In this fourth image I was exploring the guiding principles for a non-outcomes-based approach to design
education, where the focus is on social and psychological development and the development of what
are called by some ‘21st century skills’. These 21st century skills include “learning and innovation skills,
critical thinking and problem solving, communications and collaboration skills and digital or ICT literacy”
(Trilling & Fadel, 2009). This design curriculum is a response to the is recognition on many levels of the
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inadequacies of current education paradigms in developing 21st century skills and predictors of student
success such as a growth mindset (Noel & Liu, 2016).
The focus of this curriculum would be, through design, to build the skills of Flexibility, Empathy,
Creativity Facilitation, Grit, Collaboration, Problem solving, Resourcefulness, Resilience,
Experimentation , Comfort with discomfort, Future Focus, Curiosity, Openness. When people ask ‘why
design’ I often draw on these principles to respond. Design education through its pedagogies, methods
and processes already develops many of these skills.
In addition to meeting traditional education demands, design principles in children’s education, such as
empathy, collaboration and facilitation, human-centeredness, and creativity by iterations of prototyping
and testing, will provide a sound base for children not only seeking to enter a design profession in the
future but moving into any profession in the future and will lead to higher engagement at school and
greater success in life.

Figure 4. A design curriculum with a focus on building 21st century skills
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5. A pan African design curriculum
The final image in the presentation is an experiment of a pan African culturally relevant (design)
curriculum. In this image, the principles or courses are: Imagining Black futures, Narrative and
Storytelling, Serving my community, Constructive heritage, Positionality matters, Resilience and Change,
Wellness and the African experiment, Challenging Stereotypes, Pan African ethnography, Africans and
the environment, Liberatory Design and making, Ancient and Modern technologies
This experiment was created as part of my own response to the racial unrest in the United States, and
the murder of George I have however wondered for several years about how a social design curriculum
would look through an emancipatory and liberatory lens, created by black and brown people for black
and brown audiences. Pluriversal design education will look different if it is approached by people who
see themselves as inside or outside of the center. So this could be an example of design education ‘by us
for us’. This is a conscious nod to the disability civil rights movement’s phrase “Nothing About us
Without Us”. Social design often focuses on the needs and challenges of black and brown communities,
and it often does this through a white lens, where white students and academics focus on the
communities. This curriculum imagines courses for a Black audience, and includes a focus on hope,
wellness, positionality and futures.

Figure 5. A Pan-African design syllabus that focus on inspiring African people. The courses might include: Imagining Black
Futures; Narratives and Storytelling; Serving my community; Constructive Heritage; Wellness and the African Spirit; Positionality
Matters; Resilience and Change; Challenging Stereotypes; Pan-African Ethnography; Africans and the Environment; Liberatory
Thinking and Making and Ancient and Modern Technology.
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6. A Utopian New Design Curriculum
After presenting these sketches to the audience at Pivot 2020, I challenged the audience to imagine the
courses they would like to see in a new 21st century pluriversal design curriculum. Twenty-nine members
of the audience (named at the end of this paper) contributed over 50 suggestions of courses to the
discussion via the chat window in the Zoom call.
A preliminary analysis of the suggestions shows they can be grouped into nine thematic areas, with
some overlap between themes. These are: spiritual design practice, pluriversality, decoloniality and
liberation, critical history, critical making, social design, metacognition, principles of practice and social
sciences.

Figure 6. A selection of courses suggested by participants at PIVOT 2020: Designing a world of many worlds.
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7. Conclusion
While none of these images actually represent a curriculum that is easily implementable, they can
provide guiding principles for the philosophy of a design program. These sketches demonstrate what
design curricula could look like from many different starting points and different worldviews. These
curricula separate design education from innovation or consumption, and instead focus on identity,
agency, culture, and building thinking skills. These experiments have helped me to challenge existing
paradigms, giving me the confidence to be more experimental in creating design education and design
processes guided by different worldviews and different constraints that are relevant to specific contexts.
The drawings helped me organize and classify the information, and also made the ideas easily
communicable to many audiences.
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my lived experiences in Trinidad and Tobago, Brazil, Tanzania, Uganda and the USA.
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Design is a relatively new discipline in Uruguay. The dominant discourse, linked to
Industrial Design-ID, has its beginnings in the foundation of the Centre of Industrial
Design-CDI in 1987. This research is an invitation to look further into how ID has played a
role in Uruguay -as a global-south country- related to economic and social structures
introduced with the implementation of neoliberal production policies. In line with current
global-south design discourses, the research aims to understand the role of institutions in
the formation of design discourse(s) in Uruguay by approaching the CDI’s foundation from
a decolonial worldview. Following the idea of de-schooling as a search for alternative
systems in combination with an approach to design ontology as a means of autenticidad,
I ask: What was the role of educational institutions in the construction of the current
dominant design discourse in Uruguay? The conclusion I reached regards the importance
of re-reading history through critically understanding the mixture of socio-political
structures surrounding such one dominant design discourse. Whilst uncovering the
historical dependency of Uruguay on Europe as its ‘only cultural origins’, it shows the
importance of transiting a self-inclusive cultural process, by accepting the pluriversality
that has historically converged in the Uruguay cultural formation.
Decolonial design, Uruguayan design, Critical-discourse-analysis, un-learning

1. Introduction
This research aims to analyze the relationship between current dominant design discourse in Uruguay
and the idea of ‘design for development’ from a decolonial stance.
Design is a relatively new discipline in Uruguay. In fact, the dominant discourse has its beginnings in the
foundation of the first design school in the country in 1987: Centro de Diseño Industrial (CDI). Hence,
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

the most popular notion of design knowledge is linked to Industrial Design, and therefore to the notion
of methodologies.
Industrial Design has in Uruguay, as in Latin America, a tight relation to cooperation programs, which
work as sponsors of the ‘design for development’ discourse, introduced with the implementation of
neoliberal production policies. This discourse had a decisive impact on the academic structure of the
CDI, being of major significance when taking disciplinary and organizational decisions.
In looking at a case study in Uruguay, this research focuses on the Centre of Industrial Design as a
pioneer institution of the country, and of which I am a former student. The CDI is presented as a
different –in my view foreign- form of educational institution for the country, related to the context of
the cooperation program responsible for its foundation: ‘Cooperazione Italiana’.
Considering design discourse to be the ideas pursued by the design discipline, and as such linked to
design education. This research focuses on the CDI’s foundation consider the stage at which particular
decisions towards institutional paths and disciplinary aims were taken.

1.1. Contextualizing Uruguay
Located on the south coast of South America, Uruguay has, in recent years, gained popularity due to its
progressive policies. Nonetheless, its history still remains unknown, even for Uruguayan people
themselves. The Uruguayan anthropologist Bianca Vienni Baptista (2017) refers to the written history of
the country, in order to highlight that documented history - therefore the known history - started with
the colonizers and refers mostly to the European migrants coming to the region.
Uruguay became independent from Spain in 1825, and it quickly turned into the most "successful
independent capitalist development" of the region (De Sierra, 1991). Such capitalism was propelled by
the application of modernist production policies which would make Uruguay one of the most
industrialized countries in South America for several decades.
Even if attached to European traditions, these modern structures, had been developed under local
circumstances, resulting in the so-called ‘democratic religious’: the special characteristic of which was
the total secularization of the state. Consolidating institutions as perhaps the most prominent aspect of
Uruguay’s democratic-public structure (De Sierra, 1991). Showing how relevant institutions are for its
cultural formation.
In such a historical context and based on my personal experience of being socialized and schooled in
Uruguay, becoming a design student on the CDI in Montevideo was an unusual situation. Attempting to
answer the question: What was the role of educational institutions in the construction of the current
dominant design discourse in Uruguay? What is the impact of development as a socio-political discourse
on the projection of the CDI?
Starting from the hypothesis that the foundation of the CDI was done under a modern/colonial structure
that was used in Latin America under the name of ‘cooperation programs’, as a way of increasing control
over production. Leading to the implementation of one particular design perspective: methodologybased design studies.
This paper is structured as follows. Start with an introduction of the methodology used. In section 3, the
worldview selected is presented. Section 4 corresponds to an understanding of “design for
development” and its relation towards educational forms. Section 5, the case-study starts with
presenting the research material. Then a set of entanglements between the material and the worldview
are elaborated, serving as to tackle the starting hypothesis.
Finally, I conclude with some reflections on the colonial institutional aspects that the CDI has been
perpetuating.
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2. Methodology
Bringing a case study that is attached to personal experience required the use of a methodology that
could benefit from it. Therefore critical discourse analysis (CDA) was presented to me, as a researcher
and former CDI student, as a way of positioning myself inside the problem addressed, taking a stance
defined as a worldview.
Worldview in this paper references an understanding coming from the linguistic research fields, defined
by Bertie (2017) as a selective attention frame used to explain the real world. This means a particular
‘critical’ perspective shown from all different ‘available’ points of view.
The worldview chosen was decoloniality, to bring a reflective perspective into the connection between
history and the current landscape of Uruguayan design. Decoloniality works for me as a ‘sifter’ in
evaluating and framing decisions along the research process.
The case study was built up from a context-based research perspective, using a hypothetico-deductive
explanation style. My personal relation toward this institution functioned as a research stimulation. To
put it in Flyvbjerg’s (2006) words, I saw in this case study a method of case learning by searching for case
knowledge. Meaning a way to introduce real-life into a theory-based discussion, shortening the gap
between an academic publication and a social problematic.
Coming from the stance that qualitative research approaches can be modified regarding the disciplinary
context (Shanthi’s et.al, 2015; Tamboukou, 2017), an adaptation of Ruth Wodak (2011) Critical Discourse
Analysis-CDA triade (Explanation/Interpretation/Critique) was outlined.

Figure 1_The research dynamic was ‘from micro to macro’. Each of the three steps ware translated into a research level, and the
entrance to a new level implied the incorporation of new research material. Consequently, instead of getting into particulars
while moving on, each step will increase in complexity by increasing the research scope.
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The research material was written texts. For such a process, I addressed the texts as documents that
have a historic value and position (Foucault, 1979). Hence, considered language-in-use, as creators of
identities, and as mediators of ourselves and our reality (Starks & Brown Trinidad, 2007). A continuous
acceptance of the power relations surrounding these documents was required for performing the
analysis and was also required for its understanding.
Moreover, I got inspired by the ideas of Elizabeth ‘Dori’ Tunstall (unpublished manuscript) on ‘hybrid
forms of academic knowledge’ and the importance for designers to combine text production with visual
resources. Hence, the use of colour-coding complemented my methodology for processing and
presenting my findings.

Figure 2_For this publication I will just present findings obtained from two documents. D1: categorized as inspirational material.
The second D2, as to be the first written material available regarding the planning of the CDI school.

3. Decoloniality for/in Design Discourse
Departuring from the idea of decoloniality introduced by the Peruvian sociologist and political theorist
Aníbal Quijano (2000). This research worldview is framed by the understanding of the cultural
repercussions that colonialism has caused in Latin America through the implementation of the dualist
model of "superiority/inferiority between dominant and dominated". This dualist model, which was
based on the distinction of races being assigned different roles/positions within the social structure,
serves as to address the historical devaluation of Latin American cultures in relation to modernity
(Quijano, 2000; Baker, 2015).
In line with decoloniality, and by following Mignolo & Wannamaker (2015) modernity/coloniality
constitutive form. The so-called ‘Colonial Matrix of Power' (CMP), resulting from the entanglements
between knowledge, people and the institutions that create and maintain knowledge, functions as
structure for this research.
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Adapting these for my research question, institutions are positioned at the core of this section,
addressed through the notion of design studies and design institutions. While people and knowledge
appear as supporting information.

3.1 Decoloniality in/for Design Studies
From the stance that it is normal to approach content as a means of "customizing" studies through the
implementation of localized curricula. Current global-south design discourses stress the importance of
broadening perspectives to address the complexity of design education problems. Advocating the
acknowledgement of institutional structures being as important as content (Tunstall, 2019 ; Escobar,
2017; DDG, sf).
For Latin America, the prevalent model of Industrial Design Studies was, according to the Decolonizing
Design Group-DDG, implemented “through an almost uncritical, blind-borrowing of curricula taught at
institutions across Europe and North America”(DDG, sf). This emphasizes the replication of “the same
curriculum, the same authors, and the same disciplinary divisions that dominate universities in the
West” (Schultz et.al, 2018). Such uncritical form has led to an extensive replication of the European
modern/functionalist expression of design studies, entrenching itself as the hegemonic or universal
model.
Such a form has created a dependency on methodology by withdrawing reflection from the scope of
these institutions, positioning themselves as “incapable of producing ideas but as mere consumers of
them”. Teaching students in the global south not only to depend on knowledge produced elsewhere, but
to understand local knowledge as inferior (DDG, sf).
Methodology-dependent design studies have created an obsession with continuously catching-up with
the West (DDG, sf) by incorporating all the new technologies and tools of the global north (Escobar,
2018). This dependency results a traumatizing experience for students by means of reproducing a single
perspective. That is to say, instead of forcing global south students to confront established inequality, it
creates the disillusion of not being part of such hegemonic expression (Tunstall, 2019).
For Ahmed Ansari, it is not until we involve marginal perspectives in discussion of modernity that we will
be able to understand “the binary of centre and periphery” (Schultz et.al, 2018). It is only when different
realities are involved in the discussion that design may transfer the pluriversal nature of the world to its
discourses.

3.2. De-schooling as means of un-learning the institutions
The universal aspect of western knowledge is, according to Ivan Illich (2002), reflected in educational
institutions through the detachment of students from their personal histories. It is by schooling the
student’s imagination that the institutional form of an idea serves as a way of standardizing a set of
values, normally related to a single perspective and presented as universally applicable (p.35).
Therefore, students are not supposed to make use of their political and social perspectives in the
context of education. Contrarily, institutions control -through the implementation of a curricula- the
problems to be discussed, up to the point at which institutional aims start to define student
perspectives.
Withal, institutions do not function in isolation. Rather, they reflect socio-economic structures by
resisting “the concentration of privilege on those otherwise disadvantaged”. I.e. de-schooling can be
seen as medium for diminishing the division between global-north and -south educations in terms of
validity, through un-learning the hegemonic institutional form present in design education (Illich,
2002:34). Such un-learning should challenge respect for educational institutions by openly tackling the
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concentration of access-privilege in the middle class. As this has direct repercussions on the current
dominant design discourse (DDG, sf; Escobar, 2018).
In relation to access, Mbembe (2015) introduces the idea of de-privatizing institutional structures:
namely depriving educational institutions of aspects/forms inherent to ‘private property’, in order to
create a structurally public education that can guarantee common access (p.3). Moreover, making
education common among peoples, should not just involve the right to be educated, but the right to
define such education.
Standing from the connection between institutions and epistemic boundaries, Arturo Escobar (2018)
states that design should function outside such existing institutions in order to find a way to introduce
different expressions and forms of knowledge (p.139). In other words, in order to un-learn dominant
design knowledge, we should de-school design studies.
In line, Ece Canli positions the idea of undoing structures and institutions that are conditioning the
learning process, while for Danah Abdulla a decolonizing perspective should concentrate on the
“subversion and transformation of Eurocentric thinking and knowledge; a knowledge produced with and
from rather than about” (italics in reference, Schultz et.al, 2018). This speaks of changing how we
perceive the individual, from a ‘receptor’ to a ‘partner’.
Discussing the connections between structures and content, and how current academia sustains white
coded dominant discourse (Sadie Red Wing, 2019; Tunstall, 2019; Pardo in Schulzt et.al, 2018), the
Laȟóta designer Sadie Red Wing (2018) highlights the quotation system imposed by academia as a
segregating structure which prohibits the existence of individuals as knowledge creators by refusing
personal reference. A striking aspect of decolonization is self-ownership and relationality (Mbembe,
2015) if we are to advocate for respectful design, we should connect our academic and professional
practice by bringing “our principals into what we design” (Tunstall 2019). This is intended to create a
space in which the student can achieve a better critical positioning of them self and their practice, and a
tolerant projection of/on the world.

3.3. Autenticidad: the entanglement between people(s) and knowledge(s)
The Occident/Orient dualism has played a major role in Latin America knowledges, positioning those as
part of the past, and declaring peoples as inferiors (Baker, 2015).
This was carried out by a process of indoctrination, through which the colonized were subjected to a
knowledge conception that neglected the existence of their own cultures (Quijano, 2000).
The Uruguayan philosopher Mario Sambarino1 (1980) argues that it is in fact the classification of peoples
imposed by colonialism that has determined the development of cultures/knowledges in post-colonial
Latin America. Stating the dependence created by the idea of clear origin as means of autenticidad
(authenticity); origin as a biologically traceable thing. Consequently, post-independence cultures, born
from a mixture of origins, are considered non-authentic, and classified as unworthy of a discursive
space. Latin American peoples are, therefore, due to their mixed origin, despoiled of authority upon
cultural criteria, creating an eternal dependency on the origin (colonizer). Further the colonizer culture
as original/authentic, shifts the idea of origin into a tool of eternal subordination. Exposing the
relationship between cultural authenticity and a historical cultural authority (Sambarino, 1980). Latin

1Mario Sambarino (1918-1984) dedicated his work to the study of post-colonial Latin American cultures with a special presence
of the classic emancipatory intellectual ideas of the Uruguayan academy. His work has been published under public domain on
the platform: http://www.mariosambarino.org/
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Americans are discredited as owners and creators of their post-independence culture by means of
‘tracing-back’ the roots of any cultural aspect developed in these countries.
Changing these paradigms of understanding cultures/knowledges requires adopting a much broader
position towards it. In this research, knowledge is thought to exist in relation to different peoples and
the worlds in which they live. In this regard, Design Ontology (DO), can be considered a way of
advocating alternative systems to rationalism (Schultz et.al, 2018). As dedicated to the understanding of
the human being, Ontology can bring the ability to de-standardize the ‘human way’ to design. Turning
DO into a way of understanding what design brings into the relation between peoples and worlds (Fry,
2018); for which a need for decolonial thinking as means of questioning one’s own praxis is created
(Escobar, 2018).
In this constellation, decolonizing design is presented as a politically positioned project and, as such,
should not be misread as a method for improving the status quo (Schultz et.al, 2018).
Decolonizing design is for me, a contextualization of design in/for a pluriverse world. This also explains
its assistance on the continuous form (-ing), as it is perceived as a process, and as such can present
changes and variables.

4. Design for Development: Industrial Design education for Latin America
Design history can be traced through its different education institutional forms (Jacob 2008). In the case
of Latin America, 1960 marked the beginning of big changes for design education, when Tomás
Maldonado introduce the idea of aesthetic materialism in Argentina and Brazil. From the early 1970s to
the early 1980s, due to military coups in the region, design education enters a ‘stand-by’ situation. The
return to democracy would come along, with the implementation of neoliberal policies and privatization
of public services. Fostering the privatization of design activity and education through the foundation of
private design academies, a model imported from the USA (Leon & Montore, 2008).
The nineties introduce the idea of interdisciplinary studies in Europe, which would go hand in hand with
‘international’ study projects through design academies. Generating not only an exchange in terms of
specific knowledge but reinforcing the general profile of the modern designer. This modality was taken
from marketing schools (Jacob, 2008), positioning Industrial Design (ID) as the most successful design
expression in Latin America (Leon & Montore, 2008; De Ponti & Gaudio, 2008).
Such institutional mutations had a direct influence on the formation of Uruguay’s design discourse. The
institutional form most similar to the CDI was that of the Design Academy, which was connected to the
‘design for development’ expression, related to public and production policies for international
projection.

4.2. Industrial design aims for Latin American production matrix.
Gui Bonsiepe (1989) refers to Latin America’s ID as an activity run by “corporations controlled by outside
capital”. He defines it as a “strategic activity, a key player in business that was introduced through
industrialization”, which was intimately connected to the idea of modernity and development. Such
industrialization was mostly under the control of trans-national capital coming from Europe. Provoking a
separation of industrial production and design activity. Thus, design was confined to the headquarters of
the companies remind as a northern activity, while Latin America would be granted the role of industrial
planning and producing.
Following this chain, ID can be translated as a dependency tool for Latin American design expression
based on European design forms.
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In a publication issued by the Cooperazione Italiana for the foundation of the CDI, it is stated that while
every country can embark on their own path to development, this must always be based on an
understanding of the natural conditions of each type of country:
It remains, however, to be confirmed that even in this phase of the passage from
underdevelopment to development, it is the low cost of labor that determines the
competition2. (Rampelli et al., 1990:29)
As well as involving the commercialization “of raw materials that can be immediately exchanged, even
without the participation of the host country” (Rampelli et al., 1990:32). Based on this, I would argue
that the idea of ‘design for development’ is based on a pre-established industrial organization that seeks
out the economic goods of the global-north. Through cooperation structures, global-south's political
dependence is increased by cutting off the possibility of industrial autonomy. Moreover, one could claim
that the aftermath of this can be seen today in the form of extractivism.
Accordingly, the implementation of a European-influenced appearance-based perception of products
renders Latin American design superficial (Bonsiepe, 1989). Design thus remains a global northern
expression, even when produced in Latin America.
In this constellation of design and industry, the industrial designer is perceived as a problem solver
(Schultz et.al 2018). Confining ID knowledge to a toolbox of skills (in relation to material and techniques,
logistics and management) presented in the form of ‘solutions’ that will increase profit for the private
sector.
From a functionalist perspective, Professor of design history and theory Alison J. Clarke (2016) addresses
the expression of ID in relation to the ‘design for development’ agenda. Arguing that it is, in fact, the
combination of one version of development and the notion of design as solution, that fostered the
neocolonial expression of replication in design studies from the cold war onwards. In which a clear
intention towards cultural and productive control was at the top of the agenda.

5. Development Through Design: The Foundation of the Centre of Industrial
Design in Uruguay.
In researching legislation relevant to the foundation of the CDI, I came across a particularly challenging
expression: ‘Italian experts’ [“expertos Italianos”]. The “Treaty for Cultural Exchange Between Italy and
Uruguay” argues that such cooperation would be accomplished by “the provision to Uruguay of Italian
experts who may perform operational or advisory functions”3 (IMPO-Law-15.904). This turned to be the
first and most visible pattern I had found in regard to cultural positioning and power structures.
Repeated in documents, publications and even curricular works by CDI student, the word refers always
to Italians, hierarchically positioning these over Uruguay peoples. During the following documentation
analysis, I will try to see if this expert-based categorization was relevant for the foundation of the CDI.
I will follow to introduce the research triad, step by step. Presenting a selection of my funding I focus on
the Institutional form of the CDI and conclude by discussing the colonial/modern aspects of it.

2Original text in Spanish: “queda, de todas maneras confirmado que aún en esta fase del pasaje del subdesarrollo al desarrollo,
es el bajo costo del trabajo quien determina la competición”
3Original

text in Spanish: “el envío al Uruguay de expertos Italianos que podrán desarrollar funciones operativas o consultivas”
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5.1. Text Analysis:
The first step (explanation) consisted of a text analysis and started with the organization and
categorization of the material. For this publication, I choose to present the result of the one document
which best represents, according to my understanding, the inspirational discourse for the foundation of
the CDI.
The document, coded as D1, is presented in a narrative style, with a co-authorship of four male authors,
all related to design education or culture activities in Italy. Composed of 7 short essays, the main
interest is that of presenting the idea of design for development, as solution for economic and social
problematics. Based on its style and given the fact that was published by Cooperazione Italia to the CDI’s
foundation, I contextualized it as inspiration material.

5.2. Terminology Analysis
The main research-task was the terminology analysis, for which a list of terms (see Figure 3) covers the
notions of knowledge, institutions and people (following the CMP organization), as well as a list of terms
consider representative of modernity/coloniality discourse. Consisted of searching through the
documents for the selected terminology and noting down the context -either a word or phrase- they are
associated with. Aiming to contextualize the terminology in its discursive context, rather than to
measure appearance.
Through studying terminology relations, the most important ideas regarding the educational models
were shown. Thus, allowing for a deeper level of reading.

Figure 3_Terminology Selection: seeking to understand how to use language as research material, I attended a series of
workshops on decolonizing translation. In a round table together with translators, linguistics and anthropologists, the
importance of re-contextualizing terms unfolded through a discussion on ‘language trends’. Concluding on the importance of
tackling language from a context perspective: accepting that different terms can transmit the same.
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5.3. D1 Findings

Figure 4_this graphic display the positionality of the selected terminology throughout this document.

The design school is framed by a constellation of dualism: developed/underdeveloped,
professor/student, modern/old, design/craft. With a specific intention towards looking to the future, a
commercial/industrial profile is strongly present in notions such as permanent innovation, production,
new capital, methodological rigor, converging in the definition of the design school as the school of
method.
This school of method is connected to industrial production through notions such as market situation,
new capital, transferring production from crafts to industry. Moreover, the use of method(ology)
frames a competitive aim: produce better than the others, regulated by production level/charts that
measure development.
For the notion of knowledge, it can be built upon: set of skills, skillful possession, immediate
effectiveness, designerly invention, to turn situation, project; in line with the idea of method(ology).
There is no mention of design knowledge, as such.
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The idea of method(ology) is recurrently displayed with the figure of the Industrial Designer as a solver;
a generalist that is capable of optimizing complex problems or even as a cultural operator. This
operator will undertake the transfer of local expression (craft) into industrial production (ID).
The notion of “culture” appears as industrialized, whereby a proposition for renewed and adequacy is
made.
In terms of discourse, it can be seen that it is the promise of development that fosters industrialization.
The development/underdevelopment comparison shows the hierarchies of culture, and the roles which
each one should take: development stances such as path, taking off or turn to, and giving the idea of a
process moving towards “future”, “evolution”, “progress”, “economic independence” or “to turning the
productive system autonomous and self-sufficient”.

5.4. Centre of Industrial Design: School of Methods?
For the second step (Interpretation), another document was included. D2 corresponds to the first
written material available to the project of the CDI in Uruguay, published by the ‘Italian expert’ Franca
Rosi. It is structured in two main sections. The first starts by introducing the situation of design in 1986,
as it is strongly related to the idea of solving problems, for which ID appears as the most accurate
branch. Rosi states that due to the economic crise4 Uruguay is suffering, ID should be seen as means of
revitalizing production for bettering the economy.
The second section of the document corresponds to the Plan for the CDI. Starting by framing objectives,
Industrial Design as a discipline and the student profile. Followed by a detailed Curricula.
With the aforementioned preliminary results, this second phase of the analysis concentrate on finding
similarities/disparities between D1 and D2‘s discursive roots. I will start by positioning the CDI in the
‘design for development’ discourse. Following to analyses the repercussions of such discourse from an
institutional perspective. Moreover, I will address the notions of knowledge and student fostered by the
CDI, as constitutive of such one institutional form.

5.5. Interpretation: The CDI as Means for Development
The idea of development fostered by CDI is directly related to the international market.
Far from representing an autonomous progress for the local industry, in terms of decision making, it is
associated with a standard that has been stipulated through the so-called mandatory industrialization
of modern society.
The mandatory industrialization is presented as inevitable consequence of the big social and
technological changes the world is facing, thus shaping Industrial Design's main target of industrial
planning. This pushes design as necessary for everyone.
“It should provide those bases at the level of training which help professionals to
understand and give specific contributions to the problems relating to the socio-economic
sphere of any type of society, whether it is highly developed or in the process of
development”5(Rosi, sf:42)
There are no mentions to the political situations that led the country to that economic crisis. The Military coop is not
mentioned, even though the document was written less than one year after the democracy was reinstalled. Creating from the
very beginning a separation between the CDI and politics.

4

Original text in Spanish “Deberá darse en ella aquellas bases a nivel de formación, que ayuden a los profesionales a
comprender y dar aportes especificos a los problemas que se refieren a la esfera socioeconómica de cualquier tipo de sociedad,
sea ella altamente desarrollada o en vía de desarrollo”

5
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The same explanation proposed by the ‘Italian experts’ about the relationship between educational
systems and development countries is induced by the CDI. In turn, the CDI is positioned to fill the
Uruguayan educational huge gap, as an underdeveloped country (Rosi, sf:18). By means of ripening the
students understanding of the common culture, an entrance is provided to the path to development.
For this, the notion of an autonomous institution is created. Such one autonomous institution responds
to the necessity of a modern production that has no precedent in Uruguay’s traditional education:
“Uruguay has excellent human resources, but no national mentality towards
industrialization has been created yet”6 (Rosi, sf:16).
Uruguay is constantly discredited as modern or industrialized, thus as capable of planning its own
industry, for which the historical dependency on European ideas is replicated. The dependency appears
hidden within the frame of a cooperation program, where experts help those willing to improve. Such
one cooperation program is represented by the idea of a developed country (Italy) giving advisory
services to an underdeveloped country (Uruguay). When the former has the experience (and therefore
authority) to make decisions related to the Discipline/Institution/Student profiles, the latest implements
all these suggestions in order to improve its own situation.
This appears in line with the premise that design is part of developed countries’ cultures, for which
these are granted the role of trusted experts in the field; like the ‘Italian experts’. Due to a lack of design
expertise and low educational level, for design education to succeed in underdeveloped countries, it
must function under a regulated structure, based on other’s experience.
Besides, the designer has an indispensable new professional role that can lead the country towards
development (Rosi sf:42), highlighting the importance of counting on a school that can deal with such
high social implications of entering the common culture.
“The Centre of Industrial Design has the main goal of giving a service to society with the
design of objects and aiding industrial production”7 (Rosi sf:36).
The CDI appears to be in line with the private industry, the service of which is to increase business
revenues and exports (Rosi, sf:36-37), positioning the CDI in a similar place to that of improving
international competitiveness.
Through the idea of service, one can depict the CDI focus on private industrial production. In fact, the
CDI’s institutional profile was framed by results obtained from a market survey carried out to evaluate
the feasibility of the institution in the country. Such a survey was conducted in the private sector, to be
considered the main beneficiary of future industrial designers (Rosi, sf:38).

5.6. The colonial/modern aspects of the CDI
Based on the aforementioned analysis, the CDI can be positioned in ‘design for development’ discourse.
Far from a methodological-scientific perspective on industrialization, as presented in the documents, it
is a political and social stance that has been shaped by an uncritical design discourse as a means of
reproducing a historical division between north as creator and south as consumer (DDG, sf).

6Original text in Spanish: “Uruguay cuenta con excelentes recursos humanos pero no se ha creado todavía una mentalidad
nacional hacia la industralización”
7Original

text in Spanish: “El Centro de Diseño Industrial, tiene como proposito principal dar un servicio a la sociedad con el
diseño de objetos, y ayudar a la producción industrial”
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Moreover, the CDI example shows how educational institution are used to reproduce socio-economic
differences, by fostering the concentration of privileges in specific regions (Illich, 2002), meaning Italy is
granted the privilege of ideating and controlling the industrial planning through design education,
generating a productive dependency in Uruguay.
The dualism of developed-underdeveloped plays the role of determining a relation of dependency from
Uruguay to Italy, by framing the differentiation of roles between countries through the distinction of
cultures/people (Sambarino, 1987; Quijano, 2000; Baker, 2015).
The above-mentioned distinctions are evident through the dependency of Uruguay on the effective
method as mandatory for a better future, reinforcing the disillusion of not being the creator (Tunstall,
2019). This holds, in effect, the system through which the Uruguayan designer -as a global south
designer- strives to become a developed designer.
The CDI -as institution- appears to have been presented as a solution in itself, linked to a discourse that
resemble ‘the truth’ by language in use. This, through the positioning of experts, can drive the
implementation of a blind-borrowing form of design studies (DDG, sf).
The idea of training discloses a lack of pedagogical intent on the design education presented by the CDI.
There is an interest in the fast practice of techniques, in order for Uruguayan production to reach the
international market. Through neglecting idealogical utopian positions, that is to say through the
implementation of a full methodological study that withdraws reflection, the Uruguayan designers had
been shaped as problem-solvers (DDG, sf), reinforcing Illich’s (2002) argument about the detachment of
students to knowledge, by schooling designers through methodology.
This idea of service in relation to the industry pursued by the CDI comes with the importance of
improving international competitiveness, the notion of standards and pre-established rules. These are
some of the arguments used for the blind incorporation of technologies and tools coming from the
global north (Escobar, 2018), creating the feeling of catching-up (DDG, sf) with ideas as if they are
representative of the future, and thus better than local ideas. This way, the role of ‘Italian experts’
brings back the division of dominant/dominated (Quijano, 2000) by means of constantly discrediting
Uruguay as modern/industrialized, and able to plan its own Industrial production.
By positioning design as part of a developed countries’ culture, a dependency on Italy as the origin of
design is created. Thus, through the notion of origin, Uruguay is deprived of the authority upon design,
recreating a verification loop towards Europe as means of autenticidad (Sambarino, 1987).
This dependency takes the institutional form of cooperation programs, where experts help those willing
to improve. Such cooperation program is represented by the idea of a developed country (Italy) giving
advisory services to an underdeveloped country (Uruguay). While the former has the experience, and
therefore authority to make decisions related to the discipline-institution-student profiles, the latter
implements all such suggestions in order to improve its situation.
In the overstated recognition of methodology for the mandatory industrialization, it can be deduced
that the interest in knowledge pursued by the CDI improves private industry, showing how the
institution imposed its aims on students as the one true perspective (Illich, 2002). However, these aims
are not from the institution itself, but they follow the logic of an institution as part of a development
project where a ‘top-down’ policy model is forced by means of asserting a universal way of perceiving
human life (Clarke, 2016)
Through the refusal of politically and socially engaged design expression (e.g. ‘anti design’ and ‘radical
design’) due to their being dangerous to design practice, and instead advocating the implementation of
rigorous methodology and operation instruction, it is possible to see an intent to detach knowledge
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from students, by means of dissociating their personal life from that inside the institution (Illich, 2002;
Mbembe, 2015; Sadie Red Wing, 2018). In doing so, and by postulating the CDI as a school of methods,
the institutional structure becomes a determining frame for the expression and ways of knowledges
that are accepted as academically valid (Sadie Red Wing 2018).
The substitution of old-fashioned craft activity - modes of production belonging to Uruguay’s culture
and history - for modern activity - modern as a universal expression - implies a process of cultural
replacement, by means of introducing a ‘new’ non-compatible method as the bearer for a better future.
Hence, ID assists modernity as a means of indoctrination (Quijano, 2000), by separating the student as
an individual from the disciplinary activity/knowledge (Mbembe, 2015).

6. General Conclusions
Through this research I aim to understand the role of institutions in the formation of design knowledge
in Uruguay, by tackling the CDI foundation from a decolonial worldview.
Analysing institutional discourses allowed me to see how educational institutions function within a
regulatory framework of social and political interests. Moreover, understanding the crossovers between
‘design for development’ as a global structure and the particular case of the CDI in Uruguay, made me
consider institutions role as that of supervising knowledge. Such supervision, whether called acceptance,
curriculum or discipline, ends up shaping the (in)possibility of a free knowledge process fostered by
students.
Unfolding the CDI foundational discourse let me see the importance of addressing the institutional
history as related to the notion of cooperation and ‘design for development’. Up to the point
discourse/institutional form can be consider as constitutive. Re-reading the role of the ‘Italian experts’
showed me that they did not simply intend to help Uruguay but followed Italy´s interest on controlling
modes of production in the global-south country.
Studying at the CDI should stop being misinterpreted as a personal achievement nor proof of great
ability. It is rather a privilege that is supported by an institutional-form that segregates a great part of
the population by creating a European-coded design discourse; a full-time study scheduling that leaves
out working class people without the monetary privilege not to work while studying.
Understanding such privilege, could enable to reflect on how we, as designers, manipulate the
(dis)privileges of others by continuing to sustain a functionalist/methodological design expression, based
on the overrepresentation of the rational white man in design discourse.
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Teaching design in a non-Western culture makes one vaguely aware of its embedded
cultural and technological determinants, such as the machine aesthetic or mass
production techniques and materials. When this is juxtaposed against local design
traditions and cultures of practice – many of which pre-date post-war Europe – these
‘normalisations’ become glaringly self-evident. Design education in the non-Western
context, therefore, becomes more an acculturation project (along with its shadow,
‘deculturation’) than one involving technical training. This paper attempts to narrate this
epiphanic experience of a designer-educator, which has met with instant and widespread
resonance when sharing this with peers from non-Western origins or work experience,
and leads up to a set of propositions to unlock the gates of the design community and
allow a lot more diversity to flow in and enrich the discourse.
Keywords: tradition; knowledge; method; diversity

1. Problems Teaching Local/Indigenous ‘Design’
“Design is a very young profession, but a very old activity.”—Hoary design cliché
As the record would show, there was no ‘design’ prior to the establishment of its institutes in newlyindependent India. Sure, there was plenty of art, architecture, handicraft and even applied art, but
nothing that would qualify as ‘design’—by which is implied a particular class of artefacts produced by/as
industry, whose conception & specification follows a laid-down process, that is undertaken by a
‘specialist’ professional (who is not the actual maker of the artefact).
So while there was a wealth of ‘design artefacts’ and a ‘design culture’ in abundance (now defining
design as ‘artificiality’), it was all classified as ‘traditional’ because these emanated from an un-selfconscious spontaneity and tacit intellect, wisdom and method—to boot, produced in small batches from
naturally-occurring material, often with hand-tools, so certainly not ‘industrial’.
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This could not be the basis of a formal ‘discipline’ or a ‘professional training’ in design. This was what the
duo of Ray and Charles Eames reported in 1957-58 when they were asked to produce a note guiding the
establishment of a design institute for India (to “resist the rapid deterioration of consumer goods” and
“aid small industries”). They described India as a “tradition-oriented society” where “behaviour patterns
are pre-programmed, pre-set”, decision-making is “unconscious” and “security is in the status quo”
[1958]. Clearly, the new d-institution—and its resultant practice—would need “conscious decisionmaking”, faster (not “evolutionary”) pace of transformation, in order to create “quality” for the young
republic. In other words, the western model of industrial innovation embedded within consumerist
economics, as well as its benchmarks of ‘quality’ became the defining frame for the newborn discipline.
In this framing, ‘tradition’ had to be relegated to an honoured position in the distant past – even though
it was ubiquitous in contemporary society. The ‘traditional’ had to be seen and studied with an
anthropological-historical lens and rendered as ‘exotic’, like it would for any western tourist or scholar
even. And this is the ‘curse’ that the Indian designer has been stuck with ever since—a profound
uprooting & alienation from her own cultural context.
This broadly captures the dilemma of the designer and design educator in India. We can now elaborate
this into what it epistemologically means for design as a discipline, and for Indian design in particular.

2. Is Traditional ‘Design’?
When Nigel Cross [2001] said that the area of expert knowledge that designers have is the “artificial
world”, the “human-made world of artefacts”, he was trying to demarcate an all-inclusive and
generalizable yet sufficiently differentiated and particular ‘territory’ for ‘design’ – and propose a “strong
and appropriate intellectual culture” (under the subhead “Design as Discipline”) that “concentrates on
[researching] the underlying forms of knowledge peculiar to the designer … at least matching those of
others”, as the way forward for the emergence of a general design theory and methodology, he was
asserting that there exists something of the sort, and that it could be duly uncovered and distilled.
Summing up ‘design epistemology’ over the last fifty-odd years, Darius Mahdjoubi [2003] concluded that
“apparently one can envision design epistemology as a method for expression and change/manipulation
[synthesis] compared with science, which is based on analysis and investigation … the exploration of
truth”. This was in broad consonance with Cross [2001], who also located design in the space of original
innovation and creativity, going so far as to say that “the results [of the practice of design] do not have
to be repeatable, and in most cases must not be repeated, or copied” (italics his).
Now this renders almost all that is ‘traditional’ null and virtually antithetical in terms of ‘design’ – since
that is characterized by “pre-programmed or pre-set” behaviours and practices, with the aim of
preserving the status quo [Eames, 1958]. This also means that the ‘traditional’ has very little, if anything
at all, to offer to ‘design’ by way of ‘expert knowledge’.
This requires us to unpack the notion of ‘traditional’ and its invisible binary, contemporary or modern.

3. Unpacking ‘Traditional’
No elaboration on tradition can be done without referencing Eric Hobsbawm [1983], who declared
“traditions which appear or claim to be old are often quite recent in origin and sometimes invented”. He
distinguishes between tradition, which is characterized by “invariance”, and “custom”, which “does not
preclude innovation and change” – which “cannot afford to be invariant, because even in traditional
societies life is not so”. He also points out the distinction between “tradition” and “convention” or
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“routine”—which applies even to “unprecedented practices – such as the work of an aircraft pilot – as to
long-familiar ones”.
On “invented traditions”, Hobsbawm suggested that this tends to happen when a “rapid transformation
of society weakens or destroys the [old] social patterns [or order]”, and significantly asserted that it
occurred not just in so-called “traditional” societies, but also in “modern” ones.
This is an important perspective because it challenges our neat binaries of traditional versus
contemporary, past versus present/future, conservation versus innovation—and pushes us to
acknowledge and examine the politics underlying this formulation.
From the design perspective, it is clear that this binary has effectively ‘invisibilised’ local & indigenous
design practice, culture and discourse—the ‘traditional’—almost entirely. At best, it has allowed it to
present itself as a space of nostalgia, maybe even utopia, but firmly precluded from challenging the
cognitive model & framework of ‘modern’ design. It is condemned to present itself as a ‘subject for
modernisation or contemporisation’, and its intrinsic ‘knowledge’ (whatever that might be) irrelevant
except for those who reject modernity and wish to live in an idyllic bubble of the past.
For thousands if not millions of design students, educators and practitioners who have had the good
fortune to closely interact with traditional artisans (or “craftists” as I like to call them), there is no dearth
of rich and valuable knowledge and wisdom with them, that does not have a direct bearing on design
education and practice. This is often in a form that simultaneously addresses the current physical or
material context but also the metaphysical and eternal context. As an illustration, I can cite a personal
experience – of drilling a hole into a vacuum-formed polystyrene box for my final product design project
at school. It was only when my ‘uneducated’ and ‘untrained’ (but a master all the same) workshop
supervisor-craftist remarked that I should ‘listen’ to what the plastic was ‘trying to tell me’ that I realized
that my drill wasn’t aligned perfectly perpendicular to the plastic, and I was brutally trying to force it
down regardless – deaf to the ‘shrieks of protest’ emitted as a result!
Such experiences have always raised questions like “Why shouldn’t this person be a designer, or a
design professor, or a PhD? Why does (such) embodied knowledge and wisdom not count against reams
of paper filled with words?” that have evoked vigorous affirmation but never a satisfying answer.

4. Unpacking ‘Knowledge’
This brings us to unpacking ideas about ‘knowledge’. The most apt framework applicable to our case is
the distinction (another binary, unfortunately) between “tacit” and “explicit” knowledge. As per Michael
Polanyi [1958], the latter can be distinguished in terms of i) codifiability and mechanism of transfer, ii)
modes of generation – via logical deduction and/or via practical experience, and iii) appropriability,
extractability and storage/distribution without participation of the ‘expert’ [source:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tacit_knowledge].
The objection this immediately raises is whether it is in the nature of the knowledge that such
distinctions occur or in the attitude and capabilities of the analyst. If I am sceptical about (or in awe of)
my workshop supervisor’s ‘expert knowledge’, I may ascribe it as unknowable without personal
experience, or unextractable and untransferable without his personal presence and participation. This is
evocative of ‘Meno’s Paradox’ which can be paraphrased as “If you know what you’re looking for,
enquiry is unnecessary. If you don’t know what you’re looking for, enquiry is futile. Therefore, enquiry is
either unnecessary or futile”! [Cohen, 2006]
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Unfortunately, Cross even while asserting that much of designerly knowledge is tacit [1982], relegates it
to its ‘skill’ aspect rather than the more profound philosophical or metaphysical dimension. Even recent
work such as Wood et al [2009] remains focused around the acquisition and transfer of an ‘expert
skill/mastery’ when discussing craft production.
It is Polanyi who provides us with a critique of the above, possibly forced distinction, with his famous
quote: “We can know more than we can tell”. In ‘The Tacit Dimension’ [1966], he asserted that tacit
knowledge “is shown to account 1) for valid knowledge of a problem, 2) for the scientist’s capacity to
pursue it, guided by his sense of approaching his solutions, and 3) for a valid anticipation of the yet
indeterminate implications of the discovery arrived at in the end”. Addressing Meno’s Paradox, he
inferred that “the process of formalizing all knowledge to the exclusion of any tacit knowledge is selfdefeating”.
Surely, it is the failure of ‘knowledge’ if it fails to acknowledge, value and validate its ‘tacit’ or nonformal variety, and not the other way around.
Moving from the ‘tacit/explicit’ binary, let’s briefly look at the ‘oral/written’ one. This is also of critical
significance in the Indian context, where oral knowledge traditions have been the norm until very
recently, and lack of literacy in no way implies a lack of ability or intellect. This sounds highly applicable
to ‘designerly knowledge’ as well.
Deborah Tannen, in her work assessing “Oral and Written Strategies in Spoken and Written Discourse”
[1983] in the context of children’s education, describes as “most radical” her assertion “that oral
strategies may underlie successful discourse production and comprehension in the written as well as
oral mode”. In other words, the oral mode (and culture) is more effective at generating “discourse” and
enabling “comprehension” in the minds and imaginations of young children, as compared with the
written mode. This is not hard to understand for anyone coming from India who’s personally
encountered its rich and diverse living traditions of oral storytelling, whether as cultural ritual or
religious education. Going back to my student experience, a lot of my interaction with the workshop
supervisor was oral – chatting about this and that, Q&As, anecdote sharing, life-lessons instruction, etc.
– and this certainly wasn’t only about the ‘skill’ aspect, nor was it very ‘tacit’ (as in ‘taciturn’) by any
yardstick. Even today, despite the higher prevalence of literacy and the easy access to media, India’s
new-age ‘gurus’ prefer to reach out and preach to their followers in embodied form – combining the
oral (enhanced with background music perhaps) with the visual (more often than not, downright
spectacular) – testifying to the unmatched power of orality in certain kinds of knowledge transfer. In an
absolutely opposite way, other spiritual masters shun any kind of words altogether, relying on other
modalities -including silence- to elicit, manifest and convey profound ‘knowledge’.
Could it be that the knowledge underlying ‘design’ (both ‘traditional’ and contemporary variety) can, at
least in part if not substantially, be best accessed and worked with in tacit or oral form?

5. Unpacking ‘Translation’
It follows from the above that there may exist one class of ‘knowledge’ that defies articulation, and that
in the case of design, it is possibly substantive. Even assuming we could articulate everything (since
‘description’ is fundamental to the scientific project), how would we communicate it to one another?
Prior to that is the question: which language could really capture every aspect of ‘design knowledge’?
Originally, much of the vocabulary of design came from the fine arts. Today, much of it comes from
psychology, technology and management. While these subjects have been translated into the world’s
national languages, its efficacy remains in doubt.
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Snapshot from NCERT textbook on Psychology (page 86), for Hindi-medium students of Grade 12.

Without taking anything away from the translation effort, it is apparent from the above illustration that
this is not about transfer of knowledge but only a catalogue of technical concepts along with their
definitions and inter-relations meant for memorization and regurgitation in a written examination – and
no comprehension or application purposes, whatsoever. Is it that certain kinds of knowledge can only be
articulate or taught in certain languages exclusively? There is no basis to assume so, but it does raise
serious doubts about the limitations (absurdity, even) of literal translation.
This poses a huge challenge when it comes to making design education accessible to the large majority
of young people in India, who are not educated in English, or despite being so, have low fluency and
comfort with it.
Even in mainstream and elite design education, on a closer look it is obvious that chunks of ‘design
knowledge’ remain on the fringes of or even outside of formal articulation, and are hard to convey. Of
course, this doesn’t apply to technical aspects, but certainly does to qualitative ones, involving taste,
judgement or refinement, where it’s easier to articulate—even in a same-language, high-fluency
group—what’s not appropriate or effective rather than what might be. What is being conveyed is not
merely information or a concept, but a value system or culture.
Design, being a highly judgement-based activity, involves a deep immersion into and engagement with a
culture of values. Hence, the challenge of translation is not merely linguistic or semantic, it is actually
cultural. As Gonzàlez-Cascallana [2006] puts it in the context of translating children’s literature across
cultures: “Translation, then, is a matter of semiotic transformations and operations that presuppose
choices, alternatives, decisions, strategies, aims and goals. The translator is indeed faced with a wide
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choice of strategies ranging from domestication (absence of peculiarities by adaptation of cultural signs)
to foreignization (registers foreign identity by close adherence to the source text).” Clearly, in addition
to posing a technical challenge, cross-cultural translation also becomes a political act.
The dilemma of the Indian designer, caught between her Eurocentric training and acculturation and her
very Indian environment and aesthetic, is best expressed thus by Sarita Sundar [2016]: “One cannot help
but wonder whether the Indian design landscape would have been different today if there was a more
forceful contribution from vernacular creative practitioners in those early years of formal design
education.”

6. Unpacking ‘Method’
In their Report to the Indian government, the Eameses eulogized the humble ‘water pot’ or lotā – found
all over India, in a myriad shapes, sizes, materials and application contexts. After listing its various design
attributes and achievements, they refer to its ‘evolutionary’ design: “Of course, no one man could have
possibly designed the lota.” The aim for the design institute would then be “to hasten the production of
the lotas of our time “(i.e. not leave things to evolve organically, subject to chance). And this should be
done not in the traditional “unconscious” way, but as “conscious decisions evaluating changing factors”,
by “conscious selection and correction in relation to evolving needs” [1958].
Clearly, the reference here is to the deployment of a systematic and rigorous method that involves a
detailed appraisal and analysis of the various influencing or constraining factors, and a scientific
decision-making on what to prioritize and what to optimize, en route to the predicted and predictable
final solution. This correlates with what Cross [1993] called the desire to “scientise” design, tracing it
back to Le Corbusier in the 1920s, Bucky Fuller in 1957 and Herbert Simon in 1968, peaking around 1962
with the Conference on Design Methods under J. Christopher Jones and D. J. Thornley—also featuring
Christopher Alexander’s systematic analysis of “Components for an Indian village” (sic!). There could be
nothing in common with the ‘traditional’ method of ‘unconscious’ decision-making followed by the
uneducated rural artisan here… or could there?
Cross continues in his chronology, “in the 1970s there emerged a backlash against design methodology
and its underlying values—notably by some of the early pioneers of the movement”. He quotes J.
Christopher Jones as saying, “I dislike…the continual attempt to fix the whole of life into a logical
framework”.
Although the story continues to roller-coaster up and down even after this, we can leave it here to forge
a link with the ‘traditional’ – which on the face of it seems mindlessly repetitive, but on closer look and
through an appreciative lens one may discover analysis, reflection, hypothesis, experimentation and
iterative innovation in practice. ‘Traditional’ artefacts aren’t frozen in time, they also evolve in subtle
ways from generation to generation – but the evolution is so cleverly done that the consumer never
feels deprived of the elements that cue ‘tradition’. Obviously, much of it is market-driven rather than
self-driven (‘craft’ in the Indian context is not a hobby, it is an inherited/legacy family business, identity
and knowhow), hence radical innovation is rare (as it is with large industry as well, although in the case
of traditional artefacts, the primary selling-points are ‘purity’ and ‘continuity’). But that should not imply
that the artisan is incapable of radical innovation, given sufficient confidence and opportunity.
On developing this appreciative insight into and understanding of the traditional craftist’s ‘design
paradigm’, it is hard to agree with the state’s appraisal of her/him being ‘ignorant’ in design and in need
of ‘design training’ – by someone ‘trained’ at design school, naturally. When faced with this situation,
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my only response is to ‘inform’ them about their changed clientele – the urban or overseas
buyer/collector personas – and the prevailing notions of value & taste and competition in that segment.
Does the latest edition of ‘design methods’ now called ‘Design Thinking’ as ‘pioneered’ by the design
team at IDEO along with academics of Stanford University’s d.school, serve as a universal general
method/framework for all design everywhere, regardless of context and culture? Unfortunately, it
doesn’t – simply because context and culture render it irrelevant in terms of acknowledging and
addressing the peculiar factors that exist in the Indian context. One of the handful of second-generation
design educators in India, S. Balaram, summarised these as follows [1998]:
The factors inhibiting the development of an “appropriate design method” [for India] are
the mental realities of its people. These for example are:
-

The capacity to play with an inner version of the environment rather than with the outer
version which is rational and functional … For instance, a computer coming into the
house calls for worship of the machine.

-

The subjectivity of the Indian mind, transforming [a signifier] into “the object” rather
than viewing itself as “separate” from the object. For instance, a competent actor who
plays villain on screen is hated in real life too.

-

“Process-concern” rather than the “product” (result) concern. Whether it is the theory of
Karma or the theory of “unfinished images” in Indian temples, where the sculptor did
not bother about the end product, it is the clear demonstration of concern only with a
process.

These are realities difficult to explore but not impossible, to grasp. Men like Gandhi had
grasped them and used them successfully.
In the ancient Indian treatises on architecture (closest there is to ‘design’), the Vastu Shastras estimated
to date back to 6000-3000 BCE, there are no direct instructions or prescriptions of ‘methods’
[Chakrabarti, 1998], there are just a large variety of grids or mandalas – which serve as a kind of ‘pattern
language’ (to allude to Chris Alexander’s landmark compilation) that the designer could meditate upon
and interpret, adapt or improvise, with reference to the specific design context and features of the site.
What was generic though, was the advice to the ‘seeker’—to withdraw from the distractions of the
world, go into a remote forest or atop a mountain, and meditate on the divine for inspiration. At one
instant, the entire ‘design’ would be revealed in a flash, in complete detail. Now, this is truly a supermeta ‘method’ if one chooses to see it that way, applicable to almost any human endeavour. It may well
be that with the right packaging and jargon, this becomes the future design process to make sense of
and devise ingenious ways out of complex systemic and ecological challenges.
Even at the humbler level of the small artisan, a ‘pattern language/library’ metaphor works well to
model her/his ‘expert knowledge’—albeit not explicit, not fully conscious or reflexive, not wellarticulated or verbalized. It remains to be seen whether underlying these, at the meta level, can be
found a generic ‘design methodology’ – and whether it corresponds to the popularly-accepted global
one.
One significant area of difference between the modern, global design process and the traditional, local
one is in their approach to originality. In the traditional context, fidelity to the normative form is not
seen as illegitimate because the traditional artefact form is quite tightly-specified with not much scope
for variation (and common sense says “why fix it if it ain’t broke?”), and so the differentiation would
manifest in terms of material, quality, finish, price, embellishment, etc. Craftists’ first response to being
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asked to ‘differentiate for the sake of being different’ tend to be rather crass and ridiculous to our eyes
– simply because they’ve never considered originality as a marker of value before.
However, where one can indeed have an equal and mutually-enriching conversation with a ‘traditional’
artisan is in the outcome—physical form, material properties, innovative features, aesthetics in context,
market value, and so on. There is no evidence of illiteracy or lack of intelligence discernible in such
discussions. This clearly means that s/he is fully cognizant of and concerned about the efficacy, valueaddition and finer aspects of the artefact—i.e. the technical and culture-agnostic performance aspects.
In fact, her/his simultaneously being a creator and entrepreneur invariably teaches a lesson or two in
pragmatics to the ‘trained design professional’ who lacks business as well as hands-on making
perspective.
It is Balaram again [1998] who sums up the ‘expertise’ of the ‘illiterate artisans’ thus (and then goes on
to elaborate extensively):
Most artisans are poor as well as illiterate. Nevertheless, they are highly skilled and well
“educated” in terms of their long and rich experience. There are often many unrecognised
strengths amongst such people, particularly the artisans. They are sometimes storehouses
of knowledge, which would constitute a wealth of learning that could be made available for
others in society. It is aptly said that in oral cultures when an artisan dies, a hundred
libraries are burnt down. This wealth of learning would comprise firstly what the artisans do
and secondly, the way they do it.

7. Discussion
Returning to the state of art in design methods and research, there are still considerable gaps that
prevent the emergence of a comprehensive explanation that satisfactorily applies to and incorporates
all the occurrences of ‘design’ wherever and whenever.
Jones et al [2016] flag that 15 years after Cross, “there remains no independent, epistemic basis to
establish design as a recognizably independent discipline, or even identification of [relevant]
epistemological tendencies”. They conclude that until there is more clarity on scope, methods and
validation, the situation is likely to remain unchanged.
Rather than feeling despondent, this may actually be seen as opening up an opportunity for many more
design discourses to join the project and enrich the core to become truly global in a robust and inclusive
way.
Using ‘traditional’ design practice and epistemologies as a filter for the ‘global’ one, shows up several
flaws—for example, its identification with mass production and the market economy (viz. scale and
mobility). These are clearly not intrinsic features or factors of a ‘discipline’ but only contextual ones, to
which disciplinary knowledge must adapt and formulate its application—no different fundamentally
from what occurs at the ‘traditional’ level.
Perhaps by setting aside some of these legacy attributes as being not binding or mandatory, we might
succeed in creating a more open but robust definition and identity for ‘design’ that turns out a lot more
inclusive of and pertinent to a wide range of cultures and contexts.
Certainly, this trend is noticeable in the space of design praxis, with more and more stress on empathy,
diversity and inclusiveness (or participation) in even the industrial process. This reveals an increasing
self-confidence in opening up and demystifying ‘design’, and reconnecting it back to our core human
attributes and capabilities. What is heartening is that this is happening even as breath-taking
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developments in technology are underway and could well have sucked design theorizing into a
technocentric framing and mindset (and this is a concerted pressure from industry as well as states)—
but instead we witness a greater embrace of humanness in all its brilliance and flaws. What is amazing is
that there is a tacit consensus that it is only through a better understanding of—and engagement with—
our humanity, that we would obtain ever-better insights into and reference coordinates for designing
artificiality. The key to conceptualizing and evolving the artificial lies in appreciatively and empathetically
embracing the human.
Can we do the same and ‘open up’ design pedagogy, epistemology, theorizing and research to embrace
diversity, collaboration and participation as well? Taking a cue from Mahatma Gandhi, can we ‘find
purpose’—with the confidence that ‘the means will follow’?

8. Conclusion: Propositions
We now reach the last stage of this discussion, where the ‘why not’ is converted to ‘what if’ (after all, it
is a paper on Design). Having identified some of the challenges faced by designers and design educators
vis-à-vis the vast body of ‘knowledge’ as well as ‘practice & practitioners’ in their societal and cultural
context, who are denied legitimacy, recognition and expert status due to historical and contextual
blinkers that got attached to the entire ‘discipline’ as it evolved, and remain till today. Sadly, they
normalise certain Euro-centric conditions and contexts as universally applicable, and act as invisible
gate-keepers against the entry of ‘others’ with different norms. Although these are framed as ‘technical’
or even ‘historical’, it’s not hard to see (especially for a non-Euro-American scholar) how culturally
specific and exclusive they are in fact. In this paper, I have attempted to identify and name a few such
possible assumptions.
Looking forward, I would like to submit some of these ‘barriers to entry’ that, if removed, could probably
open up the discipline to a sharper and more universal understanding of its own specialist knowledge, as
well as include a vast number and variety of experts and practitioners into its fold—and thereby enrich
its knowledge-base that much more. Of course, these are not offered as a charter of demands or
manifesto, but as considerations for discussion and debate, both amongst non-Western practitioners
and between them and their Western colleagues. The hope is that these would be rigorously scrutinised
and refined until they become universally and critically accepted as adding value to the discipline.

8.1. Unconstrain design from scale or mode of production
While Bauhaus and the post-war industrialisation context were key to the birthing of modern design as
we know it, and there is no doubt whatsoever on its enduring influence and relevance till today and into
the future, it has locked out creators and producers outside of this paradigm from the community of
designers. Design would now be forced to find its distinction from ‘craft’ more rigorously – which should
be good for both.

8.2. Unconstrain design from any particular temporality or speed of effect
While modernism was a compelling ideology and methodology in the formulation of design ideology, its
‘rejection of the past’ and insistence on ‘rapid decision-making’ now no longer seem relevant or helpful
– especially when confronted with environmental scale and temporality. ‘Slow’ is no longer ‘bad’. Rather
than throwing the proverbial baby out with the bathwater, if we focus on generic issues or values from
the past that we reject as a discipline, we might be opening our gates to a rich variety of practitionerscholars. After all, don’t we all agree that ‘design is an ancient activity’?
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8.3. Unconstrain design from vocabulary or method
This is a tricky one, as the fundamental markers of a ‘discipline’ are in fact, vocabulary and method.
However, design being an action discipline, could open itself to even non-verbalised practice as long as
the outcome is designerly. As practitioners and educators, we are only too aware of the fluidity and
inconsistency of the ‘method’ that we profess and teach when it occurs in practice – so while using it to
explain what we do and how it is done (to the non-designer world), we can afford to be more candid and
tolerant of practitioners who don’t speak our jargon or follow our ‘methods’.

8.4. Unconstrain design from any particular aesthetic or culture
Yes, this is indeed a restatement of some of the above points – but more importantly, it is a plea to free
design of its ‘acculturation’ element that seems embedded into its pedagogy. Why should it be
necessary for a design student in the Philippines (say) to know about and attempt to embody machine
aesthetic or minimalism in order to be certified as a design professional? The stress needs to shift to
higher-order values rather than imitation.

8.5. Constrain design to intent, quality and outcome – but in context
In art theory, education and practice, there is a tacit understanding that ‘anything goes’ as long as the
eventual outcome is a ‘work of art’ (even that tag is hotly debated). Perhaps design needs to take a leaf
out of art’s book, and desist from trying to attain the status of engineering or science, even. This is not
to propose that design subsumes into/as art, but opens up the space of methodology and theory whilst
sharpening its rigour on the outcome.
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Engaged practices of participatory design and socially-constructed models of learning
recognise that understanding alternative perspectives can elicit deeper insights and
contribute to a rich culture of openness and exchange for those involved. Participatory
design attempts to empower passive participants to become active contributors in
addressing societal challenges. Academia similarly values active contribution, recognising
that engaging beyond the walls of the institution can provide students with real-world
experiences. However, while participatory design draws upon the values of democratic
engagement, ethics and empowerment, the educational perspective is still situated within
Western, neoliberal ideologies, framed around enhancing career prospects and increasing
earning potential. Design education exists at the intersection of both these paradigms.
Through the engagement of external voices, design education can encourage creativity,
promote criticality and challenge current thinking in provocative and subversive ways. The
engagement of external stakeholders in such endeavour has the potential to support
learning in a new way. This paper attempts to reposition participatory learning away from
an institutional-centric model towards one that democratises and decolonises value for
all involved. Through the development of a values model, the paper examines how
participatory learning might enable the transformation of knowing that extends beyond
the institution.
Design; external engagement; learning; values.

1. Setting the Scene
This paper presents research undertaken in the Highlands of Scotland but written up for publication on
the other side of the globe, in New South Wales, Australia. The findings, although embedded in the
socio-cultural knowing of people in place, are also diffused across the human experience. To this end,
the application of insights is relevant in Scotland, Australia and in any place where academia attempts to
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

engage externally. However, as part of a discussion that contributes to pluralistic and decolonised
futures, I must first recognise the role of place and its influence in this work.
I first acknowledge the valued contributions of participated based in Scotland. Scotland has a rich
heritage complete with significant cultural and political conflict, from the 18th-century displacement of
indigenous communities in the Highland Clearances to the failed referendum attempt to secure
Scotland’s independence from the United Kingdom in 2014. Without the motivation of participants to
engage, this research would not have been possible
I also acknowledge the Dharawal speaking people who are the traditional custodians of the land on
which I currently stand, live and work. As the place in which I reflected on the findings, and formed this
knowledge into a piece of writing, I pay my respects to the Elders past, present and future, and value
their cultural heritage, beliefs and relationship with the land. I also recognise Scotland’s deep cultural
links with Australia, the role Scotland played in British colonialism, and my position as part of this
history. This awareness has both influenced and informed the frame from which I write.
My motivation is curiosity; I am simultaneously an educator and a learner. There is so much of the world
to consider, to explore and to learn. As first in the family to attend university, and first, to achieve a
doctorate, I continuously negotiate tensions across achievement, privilege, entitlement, and reward.
From an educational perspective, I have taught design in art classes for babies, in primary and secondary
schools, in the community, industry and higher education across both undergraduate and postgraduate.
Across these contexts, I have experienced autonomy both as a designer and as an educator, and each
interaction has shaped my perspective and position.
This research was also, to an extent, endogenous (Trowler, 2011), I was an academic-based within the
institutional context that I was researching. As such, the research was designed and delivered within the
traditional colonial structures of an academic institution. While this approach supported the
ethnographic and phenomenological inquiry desired, it also placed the work at risk of bias; participants
may have a pre-formed expectation of my preferences and perceptions of institutional power. However,
this did not mean the research activity was not a worthwhile endeavour. Instead, this is acknowledged
from the onset and attempts made to mitigate risk and negative impact.

2. Introduction
Value systems underpin engaged practices of participatory design and socially-constructed models of
learning. Both recognise that understanding alternative perspectives can elicit deeper insights and can
contribute to a rich culture of openness and exchange for those involved. From the participatory design
perspective, there is a shift away from the traditional one-way engagement of stakeholders in which the
designer or institution is in a position of total power. Instead, the approach favours an embodied and
reciprocal involvement, where participants are responsible for guiding and shaping their direction of
travel. Participatory design attempts to empower passive stakeholders to become active contributors in
addressing the challenges at hand.
An increasing focus on design as a socially-engaged practice that can address broader local, national and
global challenges has shaped this development. Through the engagement of external voices, design
education can encourage creativity, promote criticality and importantly challenge current thinking in
provocative, decolonised and subversive ways. The exponential growth of design research has
generated a body of educational offerings that aim to enable and equip designers to work in new
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creative and collaborative ways, extending the reach of design across disciplinary boundaries and
delivering impact in new contexts.
Within academia, active participation is understood as an essential enabler of learning and draws on a
socially-constructed perspective with an emphasis on interaction and collaboration. Bingham and
Connor (2010) define this as social learning, an approach that embodies a sense of community.
Articulating the student body as a community is well established in this context, with team-based
activities working to foster opportunities for social learning amongst students.
However, forms of community can extend beyond students. The engagement of external stakeholders in
higher education is often positioned as an approach that provides students with valuable interactions
and real-world experiences, supporting and extending the pedagogical learning offered within the
institution. What is understood as value within this kind of engagement is often limited to and bound by
the existing structure of the institution, for example in enhancing career prospects and increasing
earning potential and as such, intended impacts often fail to be realised (Kowch, 2018). Considering
decolonised research, Patel (2014) further questions effectiveness of the institution in its current
cultural form, asking how the academy can embrace “any goal that isn’t about social reproduction and
re-inscribing preferred knowledge” (p. 5).
Participatory design draws upon the values of democratic engagement, ethics and empowerment
(Tulloch et al., 2019; Kelly, 2019; Iversen et al., 2012). However, the educational perspective is
juxtaposed, situated predominantly within Western, neoliberal ideologies and framed around the
ownership of knowledge as an intellectual and material asset. Design education exists at the intersection
of both these paradigms, delivered within the institutional paradigm of institutional thinking but taking
the form of a critically engaged practice that recognises the collective responsibility to address
challenges of the future (Beghetto, 2016).
Considering possible pluralistic futures at the intersection of external engagement and design education,
this paper attempts to reposition participatory learning away from an institution-centric model towards
one that democratises and decolonises value for all involved. Drawing on data from qualitative research
that engaged external stakeholders involved student design projects, this paper presents four key
themes and an emergent values model. This model, as a frame for critically engaged practice, can
support and contribute to a more inclusive, democratic distribution of learning. In proposing the model,
the paper considers how participatory learning might enable the transformation of knowing that
extends beyond the institution, challenging and extending the margins of mainstream discourse to
consider pluralistic futures.

3. Participatory Learning in Design
Participatory design as an approach seeks to acknowledge, understand and respond to the pluralistic
lived experiences that shape our world (Sanders, 2002). My participatory design practise is socially
engaged, emancipatory and seeks to utilise design democratically. It has evolved in response to
experiences across multiple diverse contexts, within and beyond the discipline of design, including
policy, business, health and community engagement.
Within design education, the qualities of participatory design are inherently built within and enabled by
the studio model. The studio is a model of teaching and learning that embodies creative exploration, a
space that is both experimental and experiential (Crowther, 2013; Salama, 2007; Ward, 1990). Studio
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learning shifts away from a teacher-centric model where students are traditionally passive receivers of
knowledge. Instead, students have the autonomy to explore, to interpret, to critically reflect and
importantly, to challenge current thinking in a way that enables them to make sense of their own
experiences in the world.
A studio is also a place of practice, where knowledge can be explored and tested through participatory
methods. Press (2013) reaffirms the importance of experiential learning in design, disputing the teaching
of traditional forms of knowledge over practice: “there is no point in teaching students knowledge
because knowledge ages fast. Instead, it is about giving them the tools to gain and adapt knowledge”
(p.203). These tools and the associated practice are what Brandt, Binder and Sanders (2012) refer to
when they suggest that “learning and knowing are closely tied to participation” (p.234).
As an environment that facilitates creativity, the studio encourages students to be speculative, to
challenge mainstream thinking and to prototype for unpredictable outcomes. The studio also acts as a
buffer, offering a safe, risk-free space for failure. Students frequently work in a self-directed way using a
problem-based approach to address, respond to and design for new contexts. However, designers do
not work in isolation. The complexity of the challenges facing the world, at both local and global levels
requires a transdisciplinary approach. Actors from multiple disciplines must work together, drawing
from and beyond their disciplines to consider experience, values and the underpinning features of
pluralistic culture. As such, design education must also foster the skills for support such a practice, those
of collaboration and interaction to enable students to work alongside other stakeholders, including nondesigners (Manzini, 2015; Brackman, 2015; Björgvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 2010).
External engagement in higher education can take many forms (Hughes and Kitson, 2012). At a granular
level, engagements can range from guest visits and lectures to a more substantial investment of time,
such as partnership projects. One approach is the application of ‘live’ projects within design education.
Live projects engage stakeholders across multiple domains including industry, public and private sectors,
charities, voluntary organisations and communities in the broadest sense. Taking the perspective of
‘designing with’ as opposed to ‘designing for’ (Sanders and Stappers, 2012), live projects offer a hybrid
scenario. Students continue to design creatively but with an additional degree of formality and
structure, more aligned to the professional working practices adopted in real-world. Students retain the
power of autonomy, the ability to direct their design response. Still, they must also account for and
respond to the desires, the needs and the knowledge and expertise of their external stakeholders. This
approach demonstrates an expansion of the role of design education beyond the structures of the
educational institution (Dodd, Harrison and Charlesworth, 2012), and simulates an experience of
practice that is difficult to reproduce within the academy.
For students, live projects offer an opportunity to explore real-world work experiences within the safety
of the institution, drawing from notions of professional education, transformative pedagogy and
experiential learning (Chatterjee and Hannan, 2015; Kolb, 1984; Schon, 1983; Argyris, 1981).
Considering students as transformative leaders for the future, Sternberg (2017) suggests that the
development of creative, analytic, practical, wisdom-based and ethical skills is critical, with live projects
offering an opportunity to scaffold skills development in these areas.
However, scholarly activity has yet to fully consider the decolonised value of learning within live design
projects. Indeed, much of the academic writing around live projects focus on value to the institution
through knowledge exchange with industry (Vick and Robertson, 2018; Prigge, 2006; 2005), including
the potential value of education to business (Harloe and Perry, 2009; Cox Review, 2005). Indeed, the
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traditional metrics used to measure the impact of external engagements have focused on quantitative
data and knowledge performance indicators. There is a need to understand the experiences of
participation and engagement better, to be aware of and respond to ethics and equity, and to consider
notions of value democratically.

4. Methodology
This research aims to understand better the learning experiences of external stakeholders engaged in
live projects within a design education setting. The work was based within the Innovation School in The
Glasgow School of Art (GSA), a higher education institution for education and research in visual and
creative disciplines and contributed to a postgraduate award in teaching and learning. The focus is on
live design projects undertaken in a Masters of Design Innovation (MDES) degree, where students
worked with an external stakeholder over twelve weeks.
As part of the design approach within the program, students define an area of interest and identify gaps
in knowledge. This scoping activity works to discover and define the problem space, with a stakeholder
mapping exercise used to identify potential contributors. Students are encouraged to contact critical
stakeholders, undertaking qualitative research to develop deeper insights into the problem space. From
here, students analyse knowledge generated and establish research questions, resulting in the creation
of a design brief. Students then respond to the brief, continuing to engage with external stakeholders to
create a design response.
Between three and six months after the conclusion of the student projects, external stakeholders were
invited to participate in a semi-structured qualitative interview. Recruitment resulted in twenty-three
interviews, representing sixteen Masters of Design student projects. Eight stakeholders had an existing
relationship with the institution and prior experience of participating in live design projects. The
remaining fifteen stakeholder relationships were established directly by students. External stakeholders
represented a diverse group of contributors, including industry (3), government and public sector (6),
community and volunteer organisations (10) and charities (4). Several student projects included multiple
stakeholders.
Interviews asked participants to reflect on three main areas of experience: pre-engagement; duringengagement; and post-engagement. The interviews took between forty-five minutes and one hour and
were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Thematic analysis and coding identified essential
reflections related to knowledge acquisition, skills development, intellectual advancement, and
collaborative learning, as well as descriptions of anticipated and realised value.

5. Findings and Discussion
Four key themes emerged from the data gathered and are now discussed.

5.1. New Relational Publics
One theme emerging related to interaction and is framed around the creation of new, relational publics
that enabled authentic experiences to be shared. Participants discussed a desire to share their
knowledge and expertise as motivation for contributing to the design projects, particularly when
responding to a problem that was relevant to them or their work. Notions of authenticity emerged,
participants described feeling “valued” for their experiences, feeling “important” and being positioned
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as “an expert”. In this way, the design project enabled participants to acknowledge their experience as a
valuable asset that could support learning:
Being listened to, you know, genuinely being heard. That was a plus for me (Public
Sector Employee)
In this sense, those involved became a material part of the design practice; their first-hand experiences
created and contributed authentic value. The collaborative act of engaging and co-creating was seen by
participants to have equal to or often more important than the tangible output generated in the project
(such as service or object design), with potential value for learning:
I didn’t know what to expect [as an outcome], but it didn’t matter. I’d learned so
much just from being part of the discussion (Charity Volunteer)
Participants also talked about “raising awareness”, “sharing” and “swapping stories”, recognising the
rich experiences of others, particularly those people active in their communities but previously existing
beyond their social or professional circles. This marked a shift away from an individualistic notion of
expert, towards a collective representation of the wider community and recognition that others were
experiencing similar challenges:
…when you talk to people; you realise that we’re all connected, we’re all experiencing
similar things, just on different scales or at different times. But because we don’t
usually see it, we don’t know it’s a problem (Public Sector Employee)
This development of a relational community highlighted both areas of commonality and contradiction
between those involved and supported a new level of critical, socially-engaged thinking:
There was a feeling that we were contributing to change, to something that was
much bigger than ourselves. It’s easy to forget about bigger issues, we’re all in our
own wee bubble, but I had my eyes opened (Charitable Organisation Employee)
However, there did appear to be a gap between perceived and realised value amongst industry
participants specifically, who did not identify explicit learning emerging from the creation of
communities. Despite this, notions of value emerged tacitly in the experiences described, with
participants stating how the space afforded by design allowed them to explore new ideas and
perspectives:
…meeting other like-minded people, like other business owners in such an open
setting. It wasn’t the formal business networking environment I’m used to. We were
just people, talking about real issues, finding something in common (Small Business
Owner)
The sharing of authentic experiences was seen to support the emergence of new, relational, socially
engaged publics, and contributed to the process of decolonised learning. The resulting social capital
generated, including the development of place-based relationships within diverse populations appeared
to create new learning experiences for the external stakeholders involved.

5.2. Participatory Provocation
The second theme emerging related to experience and was framed around notions of positionality and
power. Similar to the idea of authenticity, participants discussed sharing their public, private, personal
and professional experiences. However, here participants focused on acknowledging difference
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perspectives, recognising the alternative and sometimes opposing value and belief system. By making
explicit their cultures of knowledge, participants demonstrated their positionality, provoking and
encouraging critical conversations with students. The design project was described as offering a space to
explore perspectives on existing knowledge and challenge students to rethink their assumptions:
…not because I was being argumentative, but because I had had the opposite
experience. They’d obviously spoken to one person and taken what they said for
granted. My experience was different (Small Business Owner)
Positionality appeared to enable participants to revalue their knowledge and experience, contradicting
the notion of the institution as the “traditional home of knowledge”. Similarly, many participants
referred to students as “future thinkers” or “future leaders” and discussed a sense of social
responsibility they felt, demonstrated through a need to educate them on “real-world perspectives”.
The conceptualisation of experience as an asset also highlighted challenges around the notion of power.
Participants discussed feeling like a “free resource”, and talked of being “used” by the “rich university”.
This was particularly common when the outputs of a project were not realised, or the expectations of
participants were not met. For community organisations who represented vulnerable populations, of
whom many participants were volunteers, there appeared to be a fine line between engagement and
what was described “invasion”, highlighting the need for appropriate models of engagement and careful
consideration of expectations:
Sometimes it was like an invasion; my office was full of six or seven students. And I
didn’t have time to hold all their hands, you know, I didn’t have the answers all the
time (Community Organisation Volunteer)
An alternative perspective valued the social power of participants, recognising them as experts and
appreciating their contribution as a core to the project. This was seen to shift the dynamic towards a
collaboration that was less transactional and more reciprocal:
It’s easy to forget how much you know. You spend your days just reacting. It’s just my
job but, do you know, it was actually a surprise to see how much I knew (Public Sector
Employee)
The role of the design brief also emerged in discussion around power, with participants recognising it as
a “guidebook” or a tool to help “navigate” the experience. As an artefact, the brief appeared to work as
a boundary object, mediating the space between participants and the institution. It was clear that to
realise the learning potential for external stakeholders, power relations must first be confronted and
questioned, and the brief offered a structure for this. It made explicit the roles, responsibilities and
expectations, and It was only through exploring perceptions of control of knowledge, and how this
power is embodied and exerted, that value was fully realised for those involved.
The ability of design education, and the live project to facilitate a space for this critique, albeit it within
the boundaries of the very institution that it is reacting against, is essential in contributing to change.

5.3. Reciprocal Practice
There was an underpinning notion of practice emerging in the experiences, with a focus on participation
that related to “doing with” rather than ‘doing for’ within the design projects.
One focus related to a developing sense and enactment of agency in participants. Participants were
immersed in an experiential and embodied design practice that shifted and evolved as knowledge was
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developed. The experience was not static but instead responded to the interactions taking place. As
such, participants described a process of negotiation that continued for the duration of the project in
which they had to balance their own intentions alongside those of the institution:
…sometimes it felt like we really had to argue our points, or justify our comments. Jot
in the initial stages when the designer wanted to know about our experiences, but
later on, when designing (Charitable Organisation Employee)
In this way, the sense of agency was closely related to the translation of both expectation and intent,
and participants can be seen as individual actors generating agency through performative action. The
learning in this sense can be considered as increased capacity, through exposure to new methods and
tools but also in the application of new ways of thinking that could be utilised beyond the design
project:
I took a lot from the activities we did, learning how to do design and then being
confident that I can do that again in my organisation (Volunteer)
The agency of the institution was perceived to be deeply embedded within traditional colonial
structures and exposed through the working practices and policies. However, design students were seen
to mediate the imbalance of agency through their role between the institution and external
stakeholders:
I felt sorry for them[students] sometimes, they were stuck in the middle. It was eyeopening, they had all the ethics forms and paperwork… (Small business owner)
Participants also described a notion of mutual and cooperative exchange that is framed around a sense
of reciprocity. For participants, engaging with live design projects was seen as a way to ensure
relevancy, a way for them to keep up to date with current intellectual and technological thinking.
Participants described the live projects as providing access to and training in new or popular approaches
such as design thinking, and new technologies such as virtual reality and augmented reality.
This conceptualisation of reciprocity was understood on a practical level through the exchange of
knowledge and skills, and on an intellectual level through the realisation of perceived value with an
understanding that one should not be privileged over the other:
We all knew that there had to be value for the institution, that’s why they wanted us
there in the first place. But I’m in business, I know that I’ll find something that’s
equally as valuable for me too (Small Business Owner)
Industry partners discussed the association with the institution as being of value and referred to the
potential for using it as leverage to gain a competitive edge. Here, participants could be seen to both
embrace and exploit the transformative benefits offered:
I felt that the credibility of the university was valuable to us, you know, we could use
the name and say ‘we’re working with [institution] (Small Business Owner)
However, this sense of advantage was not as strong amongst community sector partners. While some
participants discussed using the live project partnership as a way to attract funding, participants
appeared less aware of how they might leverage benefit from the relationship. This suggests an area of
learning potential that is not yet fully realised.
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5.4. Redesigned Reflection
The final theme considered reflection as an approach to consolidate and enable more in-depth learning.
Here participants reflected upon the emergence of new perspectives and discussed how engaging in the
design project helped them to realign with an informed sense of personal and collective responsibility.
Participants first discussed the role of personal and professional autonomy and how the design project
challenged their practices in intellectual ways. In the first instance, participants needed to understand
their role within the project, with clear expectations and an accessible route for contributing:
The whole thing was new to me, and I needed to know the situation, how does this
thing work and why me? why am I the one that can add something here?
(Community Volunteer)
Through a sense self-governance, participants considered contributing to shared goals and direction
within the projects as a critical approach to enacting autonomy. In this way, they described having the
freedom to offer valid and meaningful contributions within the institutional system:
It was good that I could make suggestions, you know. I had a few ideas about what
the design should be like (small business employee)
The institution, as both the perceived driver and leader of the project, was seen to have a more
significant appropriation of autonomy. However, participants recognised that their role in the projects
was essential and that without the experiential contribution, the design outcomes would have been
lacking. Similarly, participants discussed how the design project enabled them to develop their
capabilities, expanded their thinking and practice:
It was a challenge. The students asked brutally honest questions about how we work.
They kind we usually shy away from. You never get asked those usually, we’re just
hamsters, day in, day out. But it was good to be challenged. To think, actually, why
do we do that? why do we work that way? (Public Sector Participant)
Despite an overall sense of positivity emerging, participants also discussed reflection as being aware of
the underlying challenge of equity. Within the context of the design project, participants raised
concerns around control and inclusivity, and of the ability of the institution to steer and shape the
direction of a collaboration:
The projects were still on the university’s terms – I’d much rather be involved at an
earlier stage. What if we could co-design a course, not just a project? (Small Business
Owner)
Similarly, for participants who had engaged on more than one occasion, there was a desire for a more
equitable partnership. Reflecting on their past experiences, participants discussed identifying areas or
issues they wanted to explore, learn or develop and negotiating this into the live design brief:
The first time [we engaged] it was one way. We didn’t even get to find out what
happened in the end. The next time, we made some demands at the start (Charitable
Organisation Employee)
In this way, equity from the perspective of participants could be realised through contributing to and
benefiting from the experience in an accessible and inclusive way. While the design brief was
acknowledged as one way of enabling equitable engagement, this was not a shared experience. Without
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a more explicit and equitable route for inclusive participation, participants considered that the learning
of students was privileged over that of external partners. With this in mind, reflection must be a core
activity of a decolonised educational offering. It should explicitly respond to both the structures and
power dynamics that enable learning internally and externally.

6. A model of participatory learning
To challenge the norms of current practice, considering how external stakeholders are engaged in
design projects in order to democratise and decolonise learning, a new frame of reference is required.
From this basis, it will be possible to consider, to review, to reflect and to challenge both the intellectual
and pedagogical value of external engagement, ensuring that consideration is made of learning beyond
the institution.
This paper proposes a values model that articulates the fundamental values emerging and offers a
perspective through which to consider how the institution engages with external stakeholders and more
importantly, asks the question of why. The model, although in its early stages, could offer insights into
the pre-planning and post-engagement phases of external engagement.

Figure 1 External Engagement Values Model

The descriptions in table 1 highlight the emerging meanings associated with the values. In providing a
framework for considering how design engages with external partners, the model aims to rebalance
power and equity between the institution and external partners, articulating the values that could
support participatory learning beyond the university.
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Table 1 External Engagement Values Model Description
Theme
Value
Description
Interaction

Authenticity
Socially-engaged

Experience

Positionality
Power

Practice

Agency
Reciprocity

Reflection

Equity
Autonomy

External stakeholders are recognised for their authentic
experiences and individual perspectives in an empathic and
accountable way.
External stakeholders can contribute to the creation of social
capital, realising a sense of social responsibility using a relational
approach.
External stakeholders can draw from experiences to acknowledge
personal views, values and beliefs, related to the nature of
knowledge and their cultures of knowing.
Institutional power structures shift from power over to power
with, making explicit the dynamics and recognising the social
power of external stakeholders, derived from lived experience.
The balance of agency, related to intent, expectation and capacity
is constantly re-negotiated between external stakeholders and
the institution.
Forms of generative reciprocity are negotiated and established
between external stakeholders and the institution to support
exchange and demonstrate transformative mutual benefit.
External stakeholders to contribute to and benefit from the
institutional structures of the academy in an accessible, inclusive
and equitable way.
External stakeholders can contribute to the shared direction,
goals and intent of the project, with a focus on strategic
interdependence and intellectual freedom.

7. Conclusion
Engaged practices of participatory design and socially-constructed models of learning recognise that
understanding alternative perspectives can elicit deeper insights and contribute to a rich culture of
openness and exchange for those involved. Participatory design attempts to empower passive
participants to become active contributors in addressing societal challenges. Academia similarly values
active contribution, recognising that engaging beyond the walls of the institution can provide students
with real-world experiences.
However, while participatory design draws upon the values of democratic engagement, ethics and
empowerment, the educational perspective is still situated within Western, neoliberal ideologies,
framed around enhancing career prospects and increasing earning potential. Design education exists at
the intersection of both these paradigms. Through the engagement of external voices, design education
can encourage creativity, promote criticality and challenge current thinking in provocative and
subversive ways. The engagement of external stakeholders in such endeavour can support learning in a
way that is currently undervalued.
Considering possible pluralistic futures at the intersection of external engagement and design education,
this paper has attempted to reposition participatory learning away from an institution-centric model
towards one that democratises and decolonises value for all involved. To this end, the paper presents an
emergent values model that describes eight emerging values: authenticity, socially-engaged,
positionality, power, agency, reciprocity, equity, and autonomy.
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As a frame for critically engaged practice, the model can support and contribute to a more inclusive,
democratic distribution of learning by supporting academics, designers, and external stakeholders a lens
through which to reflect on and reconsider the values of engagement. In this way, the model has much
to offer both pre-and post-engagement stages.
In proposing the model, the paper considers that participatory learning can enable the transformation of
knowing that extends beyond the institution, challenging and extending the margins of mainstream
discourse to consider pluralistic futures.
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The purpose of this study is to explore the inefficiencies of a one-size-fits-all curricular
structure that has no bearing on the anthropological behavior of unique learners. Little is
known about cultural relevance in learning through artistic means such as the visual arts,
especially for unique project-based learners. This paper is a methodological consideration
of a specific visual arts teaching approach for global application in the effort of shaping a
“world of many centers.” Attention is given to the natural principles of ecological
psychology, identifying the construct of the anthropological respectability of indigenous
voices globally, and clarifying related scientific perception-action. The goal is to replace
the archaic one-size-fits-all, colonial, “global north” practice with a creative culturefriendly learning paradigm that connects comfortably across disciplines and is adaptive to
the teaching of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. As per Silverman
(2012), empirical evidence identified the differences between the visual and spatial
learner--auditory and sequential learner as critical learning curves that are commonplace
among adolescents in general and is linked to cultural conditioning variables. The findings
of the study address the unique responsiveness of learners by their aptitude. They point
to the universal theoretical respect of a cross-cultural paradigm that is the basis for a
unique socio-political model for non-European learners. This phenomenological study
aims to establish a collective societal opportunistic premise that will help to carve out a
respectful multiverse principle for the future without bias. The study seeks to define the
global reality in which diversity, ethnicity, racial orientation, religious and sexual
convictions, and social interest allow learners to be themselves within the scope of their
uniqueness without sociopolitical hindrance.
Art education, multiverse, pluralistic, anthropological, cultural-identification
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

1. Introduction
The value of educational equilibrium for immigrant youth speaks directly to the problem of educational
methodology application (the way education is done) for immigrant students. It directs its attention to
the critical need for educational procedures to be grounded in genuine differentiated teaching and
learning that takes each student’s cultural orientation and background into consideration. This study
addresses crucial observations and documented the results by using the Antecedent Behavior
Consequence (ABC) Observation Form, The Matrix for Assessing Level of Consensus in a Focus Group,
and the Matrix for Assessing Nonverbal Communication and the McNeil’s Classification of Gesture and
Ekman’s Neurocultural Model, while sharing a creative approach toward a solution by using a learning
method that allows students to inquire through a creative portal. The students’ attention is directed to
and about themselves for themselves within environs to which they feel connected and belonging. In
this scenario, immigrant students create knowledge meaning for themselves and rely on their
compelling educational continuum rather than becoming lost in a factious space of hopelessness. A
compatible argument on cultural politics and education was put forth by Armitage, Bishop,
Featherstone, and Kellner (n.d.).
The inefficiencies of the one-size-fits-all curricular structure speak to the overlooked interdisciplinary
components that have been revealed through studies of neuroscience and education associations
(Hermida, 1970) on the issue of conceptions that link to cultural anthropology (the study of human
societies and cultures and their development) as indicated in the article “Glimpsing the Neuroscience of
Creativity” (2020). The general hypothesis seeks to link broad-based misconceptions concerning
neuroscience with education. Questions surrounding the hypothesis bring the ramifications of cultural
connotation as a key component of learning into focus: the when, the why, and the how. Therefore, as
suggested by Hermida, Segretin, Soni García, and Lipina (2016, pp. 457-472), it is safe to say that
neuromyths studies hold the key to further understanding the dangers and injustice of a one-size-fits-all
curricular structure— “the prevalence of misconceptions about the brain and belief in what has been
termed ‘neuromyths’ in the realm of education.”

2. Statement of the Problem
The statement of the problem rests with the relevance of art education as an educational construct in
helping to shape the development of a “many centers” concept. The plan is to establish cultural,
anthropological, socio-political, and economic independence for the people of the Caribbean and people
of non-European origins in the 2020s and beyond. Therefore, focus is placed on teaching across centers
and margins from an art education perspective with an emphasis on the needs of at-risk youth.
The research indicates that students from countries outside of Europe and the United States are often at
risk and tend to perform better in countries where highly selective immigration policies exist. They tend
to lean on their culture and the education that they brought with them as students as indicated in the
document, “Helping Immigrant Students to Succeed at School – and Beyond” (OECD, 2015, p. 2). It is
understood that, for the most part, immigrant students display little or no interest in understanding or
conforming to the imposed teaching methodology of the west.
As indicated in The Project Zero and the Making Learning Visible projects, as investigative art-based
learning progresses, the relevance of art education as pivotal to unique learners speaks volumes. This
further highlights the benefits of somatic knowledge relationships, Siegesmund, (2004) (which involve
the senses, perceptions, and mind-body action and reaction) in terms of the development of more
student-centered culture-focused learning and assessment processes drawn from unique project-based
curriculum structures and applicable school reform proposals (Seidel et al., 2010). These are arguably
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associated with environmental, social, socioeconomic, health, cultural-anthropological, and
psychological issues, as suggested by Crawford (2007) and reinforced by Warde (1960) and Cavanagh
(2011).

3. The Probable Cause of the Problem
The evidence, as outlined in the literature, indicates that much work is needed in bringing respectable
value and justice to the traditionally disenfranchised peoples of the world. The National Assessment of
Educational Progress (2011) raised questions regarding the natural abilities and educational aptitude
and tendencies of unique groups of adolescents, especially Blacks, Hispanics, and other non-European
groups. Boaler, William, and Zevenbergen (2000) found that the general problem with mathematics in
the field of adolescent education outside the students’ cultural comfort zones indicates the need for
increased focus on understanding the learners, their learning styles, and emotional states. The ability of
these groups to articulate, comprehend, react, and construct thought-processing needs in a didactic
form of understanding seems to vary from the expected norm of the imposed educational structure and
process, which they are made to perform (Warde, 1960). From the perspective of the educator, the
obvious question here may be taken from the King James Bible, “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a
strange land?” (Psalms 137:4, King James Bible).
Interestingly, “ethnomathematics” fosters a diversified approach to the study of mathematics across
cultural barriers (Gutierrez & Irving, 2012, p. 6). Dewey posited that the practice of the rote
memorization of facts does not produce genuine knowledge and that true knowledge comes from
examining and learning from personal experiences (as cited in Warde, 1960). This speaks directly to the
rite of passage that is a known phenomenon throughout antiquity by the indigenous peoples of the
world.

4. Background and Justification
The question surrounding intellectual skills and forms of thinking also addresses the inseparability of
form and content and brings into focus the critical fundamentals of relationships as in the subtle
meaning of an image, a poem, or a performance irrespective of its visual or auditory content. In a
January 2000 invitational meeting held in Los Angeles for education arts and youth funders and
organized by the Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation and its affiliates, the paper entitled “Learning and the
Arts: Crossing Boundaries” (National Art Education Association, 2014) provoked a comprehensive
debate. This document provides compelling information and methodology supporting this writer’s
argument on the importance and place of art education in a constantly evolving, knowledge-based
global economy (National Art Education Association, 2014). Thus, an effort should be made to develop
the imagination as integral to the natural educational agenda (Consortium of National Arts Education
Associations, 1994).

5. Audience
The audience was comprised of at-risk youths in a south Florida alternative high school. As indicated by
the Florida Department of Juvenile Justice (2011), the problem of educational deficiency concerns
among juvenile delinquent youths in South Florida affects mostly African American, immigrant, and
Hispanic youth, rather than European American youth. Further, it is reported that growth in the
privatization of correctional facilities has heightened the challenges for at-risk youths while making
incarceration a thriving business in the state. Therefore, deficiencies and disparities in the handling of
immigrant youths in the wider educational sector are scrutinized as they relate to social, cultural, and
psychological conditioning and the behavior of the youths in question (Norbeck & Alexander, 2018, p. 1).
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6. Methodology
This phenomenological study describes how at-risk youths in an alternative high school in South Florida
experienced a freehand drawing exercise, and it examines the value of the drawing exercise to
educational understanding from a fun-filled, comfortable teaching and learning approach. The lesson
was based on the drawing of basic geometric forms, and it investigated how the understanding of the
youth differed in a new approach to the teaching of geometry" or " The lesson was based on the
drawing of basic geometric forms and on a new approach to the teaching of geometry" to which
questions were asked ( Nelson, 2017). Focus was given to the issue of students’ challenges in grasping
the knowledge of visual and spatial aspects of geometry that was made possible through the freehand
drawing exercise (Public Broadcasting System, 2013). Gutiérrez and Irving (2012) explained the
importance of cultural and ethnic considerations in harnessing the skill and creative understandings of
unique students. In addressing the wider issue of interest in the discipline of mathematics among
immigrant adolescents, Gutiérrez and Irving (2012) referred to such study as “ethnomathematics” (p. 6).

7. Qualitative Research Approach
In this single case, qualitative, phenomenological approach, the holistic and meaningful characteristics
of a real-life phenomenon were retained. The “how” and “why” and behavior of the subjects could not
be manipulated. In this scenario, the task of moving learning from a socially enthusiastic discipline
through the visual arts to the interrelated components of the basic elements and principles that are
applicable to basic geometry was accomplished. The phenomena of mathematical paradigms in two and
three-dimensional figures that help students to understand the correlations between disciplines from
both two and three-dimensional perspectives as is the case with M.C. Escher design drawings and the
use of the “golden ratio by Leonardo da Vinci (Nelson, 2017) and as indicated by Yin (2014), who
expressed the issue as “a phenomenon seems to be unique or extreme” (p. 47). Yin (2014) mirrors an
empirical inquiry that validates a contemporary phenomenon within the parameters of its real-life
context.
The study population were 12 immigrant Black male youths from a South Florida alternative high school.
The writer looked at the contextual conditions that allowed him to establish the necessary rapport and
trust with the subjects and easily gain their confidence and interest in the study. This allowed the
researcher to establish an insider’s perspective of the students’ experiences to the phenomenon in a
constructivist paradigm (Nelson, 2017). In this approach, learning is (a) contextual in that it takes into
account students’ prior knowledge; (b) active with hands-on work and critical analysis rather than rote
learning, and (c) social with team projects and peer interaction (“Studies on Learning Spaces,” 2017).

8. Participants
Inclusion criteria were used to determine the target population, and the sample was selected based on
the scientific objective of the study. The participants for this study were 12 Black male students between
the ages of 15 and 20 who were considered at-risk students in an alternative high school program jointly
affiliated with the Florida Department of Juvenile Justice and the Florida Department of Education. Eight
students were immigrants from Haiti and Jamaica. All the participants showed little or no interest in
geometry. They were identified and selected through archival data such as their end-of-course grades.
Data was also taken from the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test from the previous year, with a
focus on basic geometry education needs as observed and recommended by the students' teachers in
conjunction with the school district and an education program that reflected their math scores over a
given period (Nelson, 2017).
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9. Data Gathering Method
Data were gathered through interviews comprised of short, open-ended questions; the focus group;
participant observation; visual materials; pre and post intervention drawing and geometry activities; and
nonverbal communication in addition to the drawing activity analysis (visual materials). A short
interview was conducted and a questionnaire about the freehand drawing experience was administered.
The interview allowed each participant to discuss his experience in his own words. The students
received and completed consent forms before the study and had the option of withdrawing from the
study at any time if they wished. Breaks were allowed as needed (Nelson, 2017).

10.The Connection Between Art and Visualization, Math, and Conceptualization
Considering the previous discussion on the general problem of mathematics and the applicable theories
of both Jung and Dewey, the issues relating to psychological conditioning, learning processes, and the
approach to learning take center stage. These issues highlight the unavoidable correlation between art
and visualization, between math and conceptualization, and within other creative intersections that link
mathematics and art. Thus, one can refer to a line drawn with a straight object compared to one
developed by one’s abstract perception, which no longer resembles or refers consciously to any specific
object in the real world. It is also interesting to note that the problem of basic mathematical
understanding has become an issue of concern regarding the implications of the Common Core
Standards for students with mathematical difficulties. This brings focus to the correlation between art
and geometry—pattern analysis, as stipulated by Kalantari defined the interconnection of the visual arts
and mathematics in the polynomiography of his Voronoi diagrams highlighting interlocking sections and
subsections of a parent entity and its more popularly embraced derivative Kalantari, (2000). Also, the
writer believes that the importance of aligning and applying freehand drawing lessons to the principles
of basic geometry correlates with Dewey’s historical understanding of the origin of the genuine
knowledge structure, which he related to the practice of examining and learning from one’s personal
experiences (Garrison, 2016).

11. Understanding Surface Area and Other Geometric Relationships from Seeing
and Drawing the Transition of Lines to Shapes and Shapes to Form
Cone
It is critical to note that there are several types of cones that may confuse students. The educator must
know that the right cone that has its axis as its altitude. This means that the cone from the top of the
cone (the very tip of it) to its base must be perfectly aligned with
the circular bottom so that a 90° angle is at the center of the circle.
It is important also to understand that the radius of the circle
forms an elliptical structure in the eyes of the artist that is linked
to the geometric calculation of circumference.

If the cone is cut open, it would look like the diagram.
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Cylinder
To understand the surface area of a cylinder, students should know the surface area of a rectangle. This
is simply because the rectangle, when placed in a circular formation, creates a cylindrical structure with
two circular ends. Teachers may demonstrate this by rolling a
rectangular piece of drawing paper into a cylindrical form for the
students to see. Another good example of this is the way labels are
wrapped around a can by following the form of the can. As is the
case with other geometric solids, students may be taught to
construct the cylinder by using a template like the one shown above. It is easy to see that the cylinder is
made of a rectangle that is curved to form the body with two circles at either end.
Cube
The cube is an immensely popular structure in the eyes of the artist. Its six equal sides are only distorted
when the logic and principles of perspective are added as an
understandable practice in optical illusion. to even construct the cube
by using a template like the one shown above. It evident that the cube
has six equal square sides. From a geometric standpoint, it is easy for
the student to understand the total of = 6 × a2.
Pyramid
Artists usually draw or paint square pyramids as they are more readily understood. They usually see and
measure the surface areas or “the sum of the areas” of the four
triangles and the square base from a visual perspective. As a result,
factors such as the slant height are calculated visually. Therefore, it
is understood that a square pyramid sits on a square base. It is easy
to tell when the pyramid is a “right pyramid” as the apex will be
directly above the center of the base. Otherwise, it is an oblique
pyramid. As is the case with other geometric solids, students may
be taught to construct a square pyramid by using a template like the one shown above. It is evident that
the pyramid in this case has four equal triangular sides and a square base.
Sphere
The sphere is another of the popular geometric solids that the artist uses frequently, as it is widely seen
in everyday life. It is basically seen as a completely round ball that is
built on the principles of the perimeter of a circle, which is also
known as the circumference. The artist visualizes the sphere as
having the same lateral surface area as a cylinder although it curves
from all points. The circumference is equidistant from the center. For
the artist, the sphere is a circle that is shaded carefully by applying
the applied logic of physics: light and dark rendering to create an illusion of three dimensions. The radius
is the straight line from the center.

12. The Importance of Cultural and Environmental Conditioning
Historically, it has been understood that cultural and environmental conditioning as well as genetically
acquired characteristics are integral entities that dictate the learner’s level of accomplishment. Also,
“the essential role of image-based, nonlinguistic thinking as in visual thinking, qualitative reasoning, and
imagination” must be realized (Costantino, 2007, p. 2). Reference is made to the “transmission of
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hereditary character” (Boero, 2000, para. 41) from the perspective of the teaching and learning of some
early educational concepts such as mathematics being integral in the molding and transformation of the
student’s consciousness. As a result, there is an urgent need to study, understand, and apply scientific
interpretation to these “natural and social phenomena,” as they relate to learned conceptions, both
formal and informal, in the student’s everyday experience (Boero, 2000, para. 41). The problem
regarding the genesis of basic geometric understanding among at-risk adolescents, as demonstrated in
the five basic geometric forms activity see p.10, was described in Jung’s work, including a variety of
connective behavioral patterns that are expressed by human beings at varying levels of environmental
and social conditioning (Carl Jung Resources, 2016b). Jung maintained these patterns arise from a
common, deep substratum of the mind he referred to as the “collective unconscious” (Carl Jung
Resources, 2016b). Jung (2016a) used the word “archetype” to describe the persistence of patterns. He
suggested that these behavioral patterns are learned, and they arise from the so-called collective
unconscious (Carl Jung Resources¸ 2016b). Also important is how anxiety can affect emotional responses
by shutting down the logical functioning of the brain, as in the case of “categorical thinking” (Goleman,
2005, p. 295), and by activating primal survival instincts speaks to the behavior of some adolescents with
a variety of so-called “social problems.”

13. The Impact of Racial and Ethnic Disparities
Statistics have revealed racial and ethnic disparities in the juvenile system. According to Krisberg (2008),
the impact of these disparities and deficiencies in the structure of adolescent education in Florida is
gravely affecting ethnic minority and immigrant youths and is creating a high percentage of juvenile
criminals. Serious questions are raised by this phenomenon. The situation brings into focus the
educational methodology in Broward County, and therefore the researcher sought to revisit studies of
human conditioning and understanding.
The interesting question is how natural human abilities and educational tendencies to react, articulate,
comprehend and construct thought impact political direction that affects policy structure and the
broader development of necessary basic human resources in a didactic form of understanding.
According to the article “Ensuring the Future of At-Risk Youth” (2011) on the Annie E. Casey Foundation
website, the plight of at-risk youths in America speaks directly to the spike in juvenile incarceration.
Alarmingly, the statistics show that the United States has one of the world’s highest youth incarceration
rate on a cross-national comparison scale of 0 to 350 (“Ensuring the Future of At-Risk Youth,” 2011).

14. The Relevance of the Concept of “Many Centers”
Promotion, creation, and dissemination through respectful collaboration without the caveats of the
traditionally religious, racial, cultural, socio-economic, and political divide is key to the successful
development of a “many centers” concept. If social innovation and design thinking are to make sense,
the establishment of a mind-shift, the changing of mind-sets, a change in the levels of perceptions to
foster respectful global humanity, and a social science educational premise is required. This can be
reached if the focus is placed on building up the nation’s capacity to effectively collaborate and put the
necessary political structures and respect for differences in place. Attention must be paid to the finer
details of cultural anthropology, geography, sociology, and related social theory to foster a workable
middle ground in the design for the “Pluriverse” (the world as conceived according to a theory of
pluralism).
As indicated by Escobar (2018) in his explanation of “radical interdependence, autonomy, and the
making of worlds,” an example of the relevance and need for “the concept of many cities” today is the
graphic 1884 legacy of the colonization of the French in Africa. This crime, which is a plot of exploitation
and disenfranchisement that continues to plague the continent of Africa to this day, is discussed by
125

African Union Ambassador Dr. Arikana Chihombori-Quao in the video Africa–The pact of continuation of
colonization (ElectionsKenya, 2019). In this gripping video, the ambassador “expressed her unhappiness
with how the sustained colonization by France is responsible for the siphoning off of $500 billion from
the African continent every year” (Elections Kenya, 2019). On the heels of postcolonialism issues and the
1884 decolonization period in Africa, it is apparent that the use of economic and socio-political
influential forces by the “west to spread their hegemony to the other parts of the world” (Elections
Kenya, 2019) in a neocolonialist way is still happening.

15.Relevance to the Discipline
The importance of understanding specific learning theories and the transfer of the learning process as
indicated by neuropsychologists and art education pragmatists suggests the relevance of the “rightbrain/left-brain” phenomenon and more recent neuroscientific discoveries. While it may be safe to
argue that the study of creativity is in its infancy, the available research on the topics of cognition and
intelligence creativity has a long way to go before it will receive the full merit it deserves. The question is
when will neuroscientific proofs be allowed to help reshape the common curricular structure to reflect
new teaching approaches?
Theron Fairchild of the Department of International Business and Management at Kanagawa University
in Japan indicated that neuroscientific studies are providing some valuable insight as to what the
creative phenomenon is (at least neurologically) (Fairchild, 2014). He commented on the development
of the biological sciences concerning the “nature of the creativity-psychopathology connection” as the
portal through which the united components of both explanatory creativity as well as applied creativity
“foster better problem solving, decision making, and adaptive necessities” (Fairchild, 2014, p. 1). Berry,
Poortinga, Breugelmans, Chasiotis, and Sam (201, p.1) stated that they “examine the relationship
between the science and practice of psychology as it has developed in the western world and the need
for a culturally informed, relevant and appropriate psychology for all the world's peoples.
This brings into focus the nature of the broader process and the how and why of education that is made
transportable (Oregon Technology in Education Council, 2013). The logic, Taylor (2007) explained, is
contained in the lines drawn, which could not be drawn in any other way. The implication, then, is that
early civilizations underscored the educational premise of geometry, which encapsulated social,
physical, and metaphysical dimensions. This made the scientific understanding of natural laws as
concrete as those observed in the archetypical shapes of a circle, a square, and a triangle (Taylor, 2007).
This is supported in depth by the differences between measurement and meaning in education, that
shape the scientific, pedagogical, and organizational paradigms that are built on the merits of
methodologies of the physical sciences (Eisner, 2008).
According to Standard 7 of the New Jersey Mathematics Coalition, “Spatial sense is an intuitive feel for
shape and space. It involves the concepts of traditional geometry, including an ability to recognize,
visualize, represent, and transform geometric shape” (Rosenstein, Caldwell, & Crown, 1996, p. 47, para,
1). This speaks to the broader interconnection and relationship to the strand in the mathematics
curriculum and is reflected in a variety of situations in real life” (New Jersey Mathematics Coalition,
1995, p. 1). Additionally, Section 209 of Standard 7 of the New Jersey Mathematics Coalition Framework
states that geometry and spatial sense is directly connected to the students’ experience of “living in a
three-dimensional world” (Rosenstein et al., 1996, p. 1) because of their intuitive point of reference in
the development of natural geometric knowledge. The inseparability of the strong connection between
geometry and the visual arts highlights “the discovery and architectural use of the golden ratio by the
Greeks, and focuses the analytical spotlight of the connectivity of art and geometry as defined in M. C.
Escher’s use of tessellations” (Rosenstein et al., 1996, p. 1).
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As a result, methods of explanation, illustration, and justification, such as technological input through
dynamic graphic software, have produced a new technological framework for the subject (Hanna & de
Villiers, 2012). The belief that geometry is a derivative of art is expressed through archaeological findings
that present its earliest configurations and cultural connotations. The merging of geometry and art
became the cornerstone of the Renaissance glory that created the seat of its modern objectives
(Rhinehart Neas, 2012).
As per Zahavi (2018), one may conclude that such a practice does not operate on a meta-social plane.
Rather, it defies any coherent body of philosophical orientation and is hinged squarely on sterile
principles of a form of conventional theory (Zahavi, 2018). There is no consideration for helping students
in the shaping of their self-situational and/or social conditioning or by emphasizing the interpretations
of the individuals' anthropological and cultural applications (Zahavi, 2018).

16.Decolonizing and Deconstructing Education and the Conventional Academic Model
Meaningful discussion around the importance of methodology and the practice of teaching (especially
as an academic-theoretical construct towards full educational liberation in support of a “decolonial
praxis”) is imminent (Hajir & Kester, 2020, p. 1). The influence of colonial division in and of cultures
outside of the Global South is evident in mainstream education globally despite the resilience of deeprooted fundamentals of dominant cultural norms subjectively and objectively (Thomas, 2001). Thus, a
universal voice on the decolonizing of education would speak to the leveling of the playing field and
bringing more relevance to education for other people outside the parameters of “Global North” as
indicated by the Pivot Conference 2020.
A call is made by Pérez and Saavedra (2017) for “onto-epistemological diversity in early childhood
education and care”. Accordingly, models are strongly normative and display major components of
ideology. Their partisans tend to be true believers when promulgating their positions rather than
offering them for critical examination and test . . . Subjective models comprise a series of principles
rather than a coherent body of theory that pays no attention to the central principles of conventional
theory, but consistently rejects the idea of proposing a precisely formulated alternative. (“The
Limitations of Subjective Models,” 2016, p. 1).

17.Discussion
The push for concise educational anthropology study (examining educational systems from a cultural
anthropologist perspective) and implementation will drive the need for new curriculum development,
theories, and practices. There is a need for territorialities-an understanding and implementation of the
rudiments and theory of interdisciplinary rhythms and cultural topologies that defines the importance of
social spaces, an understanding referred to as specialization. (nonverbal communication that refers to
how people use territory to show ownership of areas and possessions) where people demand ownership
and occupancy of their cultural space. Stockman (2015) asked, “If the multiverse is real, what does that
mean for modern-day religion?”
There must be an establishment of a new order: a system that hinges on a principle of pluriverseism,
which is a diversity of racial, ethnic, and religious understandings. In such a scenario, social groups
would be able to maintain their traditional cultures and develop in their traditional way so that teaching
may happen across centers and margins. Consequently, the concept of multiverseism must be embraced
where parallels in human value become commonplace. The focus must continue to be placed on the
critical necessity of postcolonial perspectives aimed at creating alternative ways of theorizing pedagogy
in shaping the curriculum. Questions of identity differences, racialization, and ethnicization can only be
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answered by theorizing anti-oppressive struggles and ethnic postcolonial discourse that is deeply
embedded in our imperial history.
Interestingly, discussions on the promotion of cultural ideas of leadership on the topic of culture and
diversity are currently ongoing through the National Council of Professors of Educational Administration
(NCPEA) (Irby, Alford, Perreault, & Zellner, 2010). It will be fascinating to observe who sits at that
conference table, how globally relevant and far-reaching the discussions are, and the applicability of the
issue at hand.

18.Examples of Student Work
Drawing of the Five Basic Geometric Forms Activity
Examples of students work depicting visual understanding of surface area both two and three
dimensionally. Defining the placement of areas and masses identifies objects in their respected space as
defined by shapes and form coming together to imply space as a coexisting necessity. Observed and
experienced differences between two and three dimensions in real-time are evident in the exploration
of lines, line segments, shapes, lines convergence, forms, and surfaces with optical illusion and
perspective.

Examples of Students’ Post Intervention Geometry Activity
Note the effort to engage in actual calculations of surface areas which was not happening before the
study
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The spirit of the Hibiscus is a creativity story of design otherwise, or design for other world
making purposes that is a strategic response to the violence of universalism and Western
imperialism. This participatory action research (PAR) approach facilitates storytelling
through an intimate entanglement – thinking with the soil. Chakra, a Balinese sacred
activist, and autonomous change agent directs his experiences to find relevant knowledge
that both transforms himself and the community. Through his story, an epistemology of
the South, we come to understand soil as a living infrastructure and one that is crucial for
plant, animal, and human wellbeing. Framed in this way means to re-politicise the design
literature through counter-narratives of creativity and worldmaking activity. To present
new ways of understanding plurality through integrated thinking that links the organic and
sociocultural worlds through a synergy of biological, social, and political perspective. A
shift in consciousness that understands humans as soil-forming and soil-destroying agents;
worldmaking is a matter of life and death.
Creativity, Participatory action research (PAR), Plurality, Situated knowledge

1. Introduction
This paper is a Research Note based upon recent fieldwork in Bali, Indonesia from December 2019 to
February 2020, at the start of the Pandemic. The fieldwork was part of a work-in-progress for a Doctoral
thesis due to be completed by June 2021.
This paper explores one of the stories from the field in Bali, Indonesia. It aims to decentre and challenge
the functional rationalistic and industrial tradition from which design has emerged by offering a bottomup narrative focusing on embodied ways of knowing and situated processes of change. Illuminating the
human lives themselves, the life stories and creativity, we begin to understand how the responsibility of
people can bring about opportunities based on alternative economic models, production systems and
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Commercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

ideas of wellbeing (Manzini, 2011). In this case, to understand soil as a living infrastructure and one that
is crucial for plant, animal, and human wellbeing (Salazar et al., 2020).
Chakra, a Balinese permaculture designer, helps us gain insight through his self-titled life story called
"The spirit of the Hibiscus" (Chakra, 2020), a strategic response to the violence of universalism and
Western imperialism (Mercier, 2019). A sacred activist, and autonomous change agent, who has defined
his own project and knows how to direct his experiences to find relevant knowledge that both
transforms himself and community. This opens up the field of aesthetics, traditionally confined to art and
beauty, to everyday life and its different manifestations (Mandoki, 2007) helps identify sites of
transformation and the motivations for change behind Chakra's worldmaking activity. The paper
explores how we can create alternative social structures, in society using language, thoughts, actions and
objects, illustrated, both literally and figuratively, through the soil ontologies of the Balinese rice field.
This story told from Bali, a Hindu animist culture, through a relationship with native Balinese soils. It is
through the soil ontologies that we come to understand the connection to social life, not determined by
a geographic location, but one at the nexus of human-nature relations. Chakra has his own experience of
the Anthropocene, and it is vital to consider the historical appropriations of stories from Indigenous
people. In listening to Chakra's soil affiliations, the study gain insight and find alternative ways of
decolonising "narratives of conservation and attentiveness to land, nature, and the geological' (Salazar et
al., 2020). For us, as the (designer) listener, to develop a response-ability towards 'socio-ecological
entanglements in a time of ecological crises' (ibid). Framed in this way as a means to re-politicise the
design literature through counter-narratives of creativity that move beyond frames of colonialism,
capitalism and patriarchy. A worldview, and building of future relations (Light, 2018), that offers
alternative ways of understanding design beyond the geopolitics of current knowledge and for other
worldmaking purposes through understanding the relationship with social life. Salazar et al. (2020)
describe this, within soil theories, as 'thinking with soil'. Thinking with the soil, a sentipensar (Think-feel),
advocates for a paradigm shift that requires re-inhabiting and embracing the entire living ecosystem, to
include the non-human. It requires us to align with a relationality between what we design and the
impact this has on all life forms. Victor Papanek, also deeply moved by his time in Indonesia and Bali,
himself, advocated for design to be firmly placed within its social context and made a claim at the time
that "the social context of design, as well as the public and lay reader, is damned by omission"(ibid).
Thinking with the soil forces us to think about the stories we purposefully neglect; who and what
elements are missing from the story.
A designer's worldview and practice are connected and frequently changed through intercultural and
international experiences. Yet, the "change-thinking", or change in worldview, through the encounters
and aesthetic experiences of those who make and change things, are absent in existing debates on
sustainability. Sustainability in this context is understood through Arturo Escobar's explorations of design
as other worldmaking purposes (Escobar, 2017), Ann Light's structuring of future relations (Light, 2018)
or designing otherwise (Calderon Salazar & Huybrechts, 2020). Like Escobar and Light, Calderon Salazar
describe the 'otherwise', as used in this text, as representing a 'ruse for dislocating the dominant
knowledge structures' (Ibid). Likewise, the attention of this paper aims to move beyond narratives and
knowledge structures that dominate in the global North towards an understanding of lived experiences
as a way to embrace the communal and relationality from an alternative perspective. More specifically,
looking at the lives of those who are willing to change their own priorities and lifestyle. This alludes to
the concept that it is the very thinking (worldview) that can be problematic with regards to
unsustainable practices in design. And for these reasons, the work draws upon a life-story narrative from
Bali, Indonesia, to illustrate a design for other worldmaking purposes. A life story shaped by the land and
culture of the storyteller and the research participants; Chakra, the Balinese permaculture designer,
Anuroe, the Sumatran witness and artist (whom I hired in the fieldwork), and myself, the design

134

researcher with an auto-ethnographic perspective from a multi-located upbringing. This participatory
action research (PAR) approach facilitates storytelling through an 'intimate entanglement with soil
aliveness: biological wonder, interdependent livingness, sensual enlivenments and life as regeneration
and animatedness' (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2019).
The spirit of the Hibiscus is a call to action. A composting narrative (Haraway, 2019) of soil ontology that
exemplifies how it "matters what stories tell stories, it matters whose stories tell stories' (Ibid) – in this
case, matters of life and death told through the intimate entanglements of human-soil imaginaries.
There is life in the soil, soils are living worlds (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2019). The post-human paradigm,
beyond anthropocentrism, invites us to search new forms of social bonding and community building
(Braidotti & Bignall, 2019) seen through the lens of the age-old irrigation system of Balinese Subak,
Balinese animist culture and Balinese Tri Hita Karana philosophy. New ways of understanding the
pluriverse through integrated thinking that links the organic and sociocultural worlds through a synergy
of biological, social, and political perspectives. The story reminisces of childhood imaginaries, "playing
with the frogs", "collecting geese eggs at 5am" and visits with his father "carrying a large torch to catch
the eels for selling at the market" (Chakra, 2020). As we listen to a life of playing in the rice field, it
reanimates the life within them. It transforms our own contemporary human-soil affections by
developing a sense of shared aliveness (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2015, 2019) through Chakra's soil
entanglements.

Figure 1: The spirit of the hibiscus – soil entanglements

In addition to the "Spirit of the Hibiscus", Bali's very own Tri Hita Karana philosophy can offer a new
foundation for the soil ontology explored through the relation between design, animism, and spirit to
open an alternative development by and from the South. Tri Hita Karana is a commitment to a symbiotic
relationship with the communal demonstrated through civic, and religious, participation. Rajendra and
temple (2016) describe the Balinese Tri Hita Karana philosophy as a threefold principle, one that
advocates that serenity and happiness result from harmonious relationships between individuals and the
gods, between humans, as well as humans and their surroundings. The root of Tri Hita Karana can be
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found in the Hindu scriptures, The Bhagavad Gita (Rajendra & Temple, 2016). This commitment to the
temporality of life exemplifies alternative social structures that embrace profound corrective principles
that could drive how we perceive, think and act in design. Communities like Bali, that already have
substantial social capital can demonstrate a collective future making (Light, 2018) through a commitment
to thinking in terms of generations and lifetimes. As understood through the "Spirit of the Hibiscus",
these traditional social systems are having to contend with the imposition of modernised agriculture
through the imposition of the Green Revolution and, almost simultaneously, Bali's status as a popular
tourist destination.

2. Background of researcher
My own personal journey has been one of creative entanglements across various geographical locations
and borne through networks across nations and borders. As a result of this lived experience deeply
enmeshed within globalisation, I have become increasingly aware of the competing discourses in design
through observing a profound lack of understanding in the design of non-Western realities. It is this, in
combination with my own discomfort at exploitation through the perpetuation of out-of-date attitudes
through the design field, that led to my interest in Design's intersection with development(s). This has
created a path back into academia which acts as a renewal of my own personal responsibility towards
sustainability and research through design at complex intersections.
The original contribution comes from an auto-ethnographic perspective; sometimes referred to as
insider anthropology and one which is built from feminist epistemologies of situated knowledge. The fact
that I am a woman also fills some missing gaps in design literature, in combination with the upbringing,
has meant that I identify with being an immigrant through the many experiences of transitions between
countries, and often, a view from in-between. I lived in Sumatra as a young child and then in Bali as an
adult in the creative industries. I was a practising design consultant in the fashion industry, operating
out of both the UK and Bali for almost 20 years. For these reasons, the work is both personal and
political, fashion and textile industry experience opened my eyes to the soil entanglements and impact
of industry.
This multi-located upbringing, and lifestyle, is fundamental to my worldview, having never lived in my
birthplace and growing up across three continents. My interest lean towards an “inside” and what has
been described by Karen Barad as a meeting the universe halfway (Barad, 2007) or Donna Haraway as
intra-relations (Haraway, 2006), Homi Bhabha describes as the in-between spaces in which we find
meaning (Bhabha, 1994) and Yoka Akama as being awake to Ma (Akama, 2015). These in-between spaces
illuminate alternative, middle-ways of being beyond western notions of design and development (Sen,
1999). They offer mutually beneficial alternatives and hybrid modes of living beyond neoliberal
ideologies and a place where inner and outer worlds coincide (Sacks, 2017). Whilst I have a natural
affinity with these in-between spaces, I acknowledge that a life of global mobility as a third culture child
(TCK) still remains a privileged position.
After consideration and the systematisation of my own experiences (Calderon Salazar & Huybrechts,
2020) a return to academia and careful development of my methodology has felt an appropriate way to
respond with responsibility and autonomy through my own life story of in-between spaces. According to
the vast body of sociological literature devoted to children who spend a proportion of their
developmental years outside of their birth/passport country, known as a third culture kid (TCK), the
classic profile is someone with “a global perspective who is socially adaptable and intellectually flexible”
and has also been described as a ‘prototype citizens of the future’ (Pollock & Van Reken, 2001) due to the
flexible mindset and an intrinsic ability to “reconcile different points of view” (Reken, 2008).
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Most importantly for this study, I have an intimacy with Indonesia and have been deeply affected by my
life there. Escobar describes being affected as the most profound human change – it is distinct from
thoughts and knowledge as it means thinking and feeling with the earth (Escobar, 2016); Sentipensar.
The diversity of my own experiences has translated into the research by using particular methods, for
example, Othering the Other which plays on connections between aesthetics and a response-ability of
representation of others. A political aesthetic which will be discussed next.

3. A reflective practice; Othering the Other
Bruno Latour describes experiences in terms of forging new pathways through the articulation of
connections between modes of existence and generating a ground to negotiate reality in the present;
Latour labels this a political aesthetics cultivated through a sensitivity which only art can provide (Latour,
n.d.). Antonio Damasio draws visionary links between mind, feeling, consciousness and the construction
of our cultures and claims that "science alone cannot illuminate the entirety of human experience
without the light that comes from arts and humanities" (A. Damasio, 1999)(A. R. Damasio, 2018). The use
of aesthetic connectors in the research such as artist illustrations is supposed to push the study beyond
the formal branch of aesthetic philosophy, that deals with theories of beauty and fine art, into every day
as a way of becoming sensitive to others. Thus, it is a critical component to consider who has access to
and owns the life story of the participants – it matters whose stories tell stories (Haraway, 2019).
Another's story is a crucial factor for sovereignty and integrity.
Haraway (2019) suggests collaborative narrative is needed for our vulnerable planet (Ibid). Our
collaborative narrative is undoubtedly a messy methodological space, full of tensions, contradictions and
one in which I found myself being framed in its process. Despite the messy approach, it was essential to
explore ways through which I could decolonise myself in the process. The collaborative narrative or coparticipatory process was an epistemological stance. The autoethnographic method, insider
anthropology, is one that takes seriously Edward Said when he states that "there is a profound difference
between the will to understand for the purpose of co-existence and humanistic enlargement of horizons,
and the will to dominate for the purpose of control" (Said, 1978). This approach challenges canonical
ways of doing research and representing others and treats analysis as a political, socially-just and
socially-conscious act (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2010). For these reasons, I worked with a local artist,
Anuroe, to accompany me on the research journey and illustrate what he saw and heard. His presence, a
silent witness, facilitated a self-reflective mechanism in place for me to look at the sketches and have an
alternative interpretation of the storytelling as well as framed me as the Other in the process.
Design anthropology is operationalised through this study. It is a collaborative and participatory process
of socio-cultural exploration and transformation through intercultural communication and 'listening' at
sites of hybrid ways of living and acting in the world. The three considerations—the auto-ethnographic
perspective, participatory action research (life story), and technological—each continuously influencing
my decisions at each stage of research. As this overall project is still a work in progress, I have not yet
resolved the tensions between the three forces. There are no conclusions but allowing a space –
"continuing evolution of discussion and a multisensory approach and contributes to a rich understanding
of people and the social world from multiple perspectives" (Boyer, 2018); a plurality through
collaborative interpretation and meaning making.

4. A participatory global commons
Participants were recruited using a conceptual framework of the Beyonder, a term coined by Paul
Torrance, the Creativity Man (Millar, 1995). Torrance’s work on creativity has stood the test of time
having been translated into over 35 different languages. Most importantly, there is little racial,
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socioeconomic or cultural bias in the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking (TTCT) (Kim, 2006). His research,
the most extensive longitudinal study of creativity, determined what other factors influence, predict,
encourage or sustain creativity over time. In 2002, Torrance followed up this 40-year research with a
manifesto based on the life experiences of his research participants. It was as a result of the follow up
that Torrance coined the term Beyonder. There were shared characteristics of those that sustained their
creativity over time that that had more to do with mindset and being open to a diversity of experiences.
In the context of this paper, creativity is an action-oriented framework and improvisation (Ingold &
Building, 2010) of the Beyonder participant; creatives who seek diversity of experience along with the
other characteristics such as "going beyond where you have been before and going beyond where others
have gone" (Torrance, 2010). However, it is important to note some of the initial findings from the field;
whilst participants were located as individual creatives, the common denominator amongst them all was
a willingness to work collectively and viewed choice of the communal as a system change.
Participatory methods underpin the research and the concept of authorship and representation a
significant component to break through cognitive empires of the West (Santos, 2018). Much thought was
given to the ethics of this research and to find disruptive ways in which to conduct the ethnographic
study; methods that could be both disruptive and reflective and considered how easy it could be to
misrepresent fieldwork through the retelling of another's story. For these reasons, we, the participants in
the research, and I collectively agreed to operate under an International Creative Commons license as a
tool through which to create transparency and the shared meaning created through the work. The
creative commons is built from a private and voluntary tool that allowed us a way to create a 'public
good' (Commons, 2007). In this text, we are defining the public good as a pool of cultural, educational
and scientific context that can be legally and freely accessed, used and repurposed.
This type of participatory inquiry is a way to think narratively about experiences and move between the
field, and the telling of stories, to field texts (data) to interim and final research texts (Clandinin & Huber,
2010). It exemplifies a responsibility towards ethical matters that we put into the public domain. The
point of sharing research into the public domain, through global commons, is to create knowledge
transparency and encourage greater participation. For example, as we engage with the narratives, new
insights could be discovered, or shared meaning created rather than just my own. Most importantly, it is
usual for studies such as this to be a closed process, especially as it is one of many stories conducted as
part of the PhD research and so may not be in the public domain for some time. It is my belief, inspired
by Viktor Papanek (1985), that transparency is an essential strategy for building equity and social justice
in the world. Papanek took this a stage further to state that he was also opposed to patent and copyright
on the basis that it is wrong to profit from the needs of others (Papanek, 1985).

5. Indonesia; the roots of decolonisation
Perhaps it is no coincidence that a story of plurality through “The Spirit of the Hibiscus” should emerge
from Indonesia. Generations of soil entanglements with deeply embedded ancestral roots, are kept alive
through the official motto of Indonesia, Bhinneka Tunggal Ika, that comes from an old Javanese poem
dating back to the 14th century. The official translation is ‘out of many, one’ (Tantular, 2008).
Indonesia is the place in which the very notion of decolonisation was birthed in 1955 at the Bandung
conference. Political leaders from 29 Asian and African countries gathered on the initiative of the leaders
from China, Indonesia, India, Pakistan, and Myanmar, to address the issues about economic cooperation, self-determination, decolonisation and the peace (Lumumba-Kasongo, 2015). The historical
conference resulted in contributing to the creation of the non-alignment movement (NAM), a
consciousness, and global solidarity, among the countries located in the Global South (LumumbaKasongo, 2015). However, as the Green Revolution clearly demonstrates, NAM was later penetrated
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from within. Powerful forces of imperialism such as structures of dictatorships and authoritarian regimes
supported by the United States, the Soviet Union, the former colonial powers and their local cronies,
weakened its position. Global capitalism, driven by the industrialised countries in Europe and the USA,
determine the power relations and undermines attempts for self-determination by the Global South. In
the case of Bali and the story of 'The Spirit of the Hibiscus', the continuous development, exogenous topdown chemically intensive soil strategies from the West are certainly taking its toll. However, the current
pandemic may be the tipping point at which some people in Indonesia reclaim autonomy through the
integration of social practices and participants in the making and maintenance of a flourishing morethan-human soil community, rather than as users or exploiters of its produce or services. The alternative
perspective of Chakra's sacred activism, through his soil affiliations and education programmes,
exemplify one way in which this could happen.
In light of above, it is easy to understand how designers and designed objects, systems, and buildings
have enhanced and prolonged our lives yet also aid, abet and enable great acts of violence to each other
and the planet. For example, Chakra's life story exposes a subtext of violence and death through the
hidden social and ecological costs of the Green Revolution in Bali, Indonesia. The Green Revolution,
designed as a techno-political strategy for peace through the British-American sponsored Colombo plan
of 1952. A philosophy development intended to create abundance by breaking out of nature's limits and
variability; the underlying assumption being that technology is superior to life. In other words, a
deliberate social and political planning (in the Green Revolution) aimed at both engineering of not just
seeds but social relations too; a policy that, by design, omits plurality and variability. Vandana Shiva
(2016) argues against the drive of modernity, which she explains as a contemporary society that
perceives itself as a science-based civilisation that provides logic and propulsion for social transformation
(Shiva, 1991). In the case of the Green revolution, Vandana (2016) describes it as a policy of planned
destruction of the diversity of nature and culture to create uniformity demanded by centralised
management systems of agriculture. Yet simultaneously, the 'The spirit of the Hibiscus' exemplifies a
resilience through social engagement that challenges the top-down approach. Chakra creates new social
structures based on a localised community whose values and practice are embedded with permaculture
principles. The Tri Hita Karana Foundation, a hybrid community as illustrated below, is represented by
people from all around the globe (farmers, students, educators, professionals, volunteers, children,
adults, activists and change-makers) so local is not insular but small, local, open and connected (Manzini,
2011).

Figure 1. Chakra and his volunteer team illustrated by Anuroe.
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6. Worldmaking; The Spirit of the Hibiscus
The failure of development as an idea and its unequal distribution of progress is exasperated by the
current health pandemic, environmental destruction and near economic collapse. Design has been
complicit in the continued role of neo-colonialism and imperialism that has led to the simultaneous
crises; depleted and degraded soils through industrial and agricultural practices. Thus, the crises are not
due to ecosystems mal-function, but how our ethical systems function (Das, 2017). However, according
to Salazar et al. (2020), soil activism is creating community healing through gardening and composting
that strive to recreate the conditions for plant growth and life flourishing in the ruins of capitalist ways of
life. A shift in consciousness that understands humans as soil-forming and soil-destroying agents (Ibid).
Chakra describes his land conservation projects and attempts to take advantage of Indonesia's new CSR
programmes. Policy and structures put in place by the Indonesian government to exercise responsibility
towards the very soil in which hotels and development projects sit upon. However, he describes being
turned away "they kick us out and say that there are too many co-owners" (Chakra, 2020) which
translates as the money is not coming into Bali. Chakra explains how there are some new visionaries
prepared to make the change away from the remnants of Western politics of nature and matters of soil
which can't be separated from open-ended questions of colonialism (Salazar et al., 2020). These
visionaries, such as Chakra, and the new Balinese governor, leading a rethinking of human–soil relations
at this critical juncture (Ibid) and as a path toward alternative structures crucial for plant, animal, and
human wellbeing.
Some of the life story memories are illustrated by Anuroe, below. Chakra, the son of a rice farmer, recalls
an abundant childhood. Already demonstrating entrepreneurial tendencies at age ten, marketing eels at
pregnant women and collecting the hard-earned cash in bamboo piggy banks. Chakra describes an
abundance of coins playfully, his joy at seeing them accumulate through eel sales as "you can't buy
anything" (Chakra, 2020) there were no shops in the 1970s. The subtext; over-consumption was not an
issue.
A serendipitous encounter of a homeless English woman in Bali, in the 1970s, as illustrated below, meant
he was later invited to the UK to gain his degree in sustainable development. Chakra now works as a
permaculture designer - trying to preserve his native soils against an ever-increasing development on the
island. Permaculture design is a practice concerned with sustainable human settlements as well as
protecting and extending natural systems (Mollison, 1988) it is a philosophy embedded with values and
ethics. This alludes to a practice of personal responsibility and, in the case of Chakra, sacred activism
within his community gently diffusing away from the failures of development happening on the island
through actions that bring life to the soil, not destroy it.
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Figure 2. Chance encounters of care and personal response-ability by Anuroe

7. Understanding the pluriverse through soil ontologies
The time has come for design to meet the universe halfway towards a shared livelihood; one that
embraces the commons as building blocks for ecological and social transformation.
Upon reviewing Chakra's life story, I understood the significance of his story concerning the "before and
after" the green revolution. His explicit detail of everything in the rice field, instantly dying overnight,
including farmers themselves. A distinct memory of how Suharto's dictatorship forcibly introduced green
revolution packages in Indonesia: farmers were forced to use new "improved" rice seeds produced by
corporations which required high levels of fertilizers and pesticides. Those who refused to use the seeds
were imprisoned. As a result, the cultivation of Bali's traditional seeds declined, the water became
polluted with agrochemicals and families were made dependent on the 'black powder' or 'Obat' (Chakra,
2020), the Indonesian word for medicine. The echo of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring comes to mind and
re-engages with her questions of who decides who lives or dies, to poison or to destroy human and nonhuman life (Carson, 1962)?
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Figure 3 Fieldnote sketches of Chakra’s childhood memories - before and after the Green revolution – by Anuroe

This otherwise, in this context, may not typically be recognised as design from European design tradition
but one that calls for the role of design to be challenged for its position deeply embedded within the
colonial matrix of power. This work is building upon others who call for the decolonising of design (Fry &
Willis, 2017) (Schultz et al., 2018) (Akama & Yee, 2019)(Botero, Gaudio, & Borrero, 2018) (Noel, 2015).
Consequently, the combination of a theoretical review of the scholars as mentioned above, amongst
others, and the analysis of this particular story, The Spirit of the Hibiscus (Chakra, 2020), the data in
combination with an exercise of wisdom helps facilitate a new type of thinking known as synthesis,
which moves from data to wisdom (Ackoff, 1999). Wisdom deals with values and is the exercise of
judgement based on experience, not a theory. Through the systematisation of experiences (Calderon
Salazar & Huybrechts, 2020) of human-soil relations in this story we can shift our imaginations beyond
the specialities and silos of design. This can restrict thinking when working in highly creative and
interdisciplinary ways.
This story explores relational knowledge frameworks to help develop care-full soil practices as an
analogy for care-full design practice embedded with profound principles of enlivenment (Weber, 2019).
“The Spirit of the Hibiscus”, facilitates a shift in perspective towards life rather than the “race to the
bottom” which Chakra (2020) describes of the many tourism development projects trying to find water
for their swimming pools. Worldmaking activities through movements illustrate the performative and
prefigurative nature of rebellion (Santos, 2018). Chakra and his Tri Hita Karana permaculture
programmes assist in dissolving the tradition of duality and market-driven economies towards a
transcendent paradigm of shared livelihoods. There can be no doubt of the significant subtext of
Chakra's storytelling, the before and after the Green revolution. Soil Ontologies that asks of design - How
may we think of design practice not suited just for one body but something that links many bodies, be
them human bodies, animal bodies, vegetable bodies or mineral bodies?
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Japanese life and career situation have become opaque due to nationwide problems such
as the collapse of lifetime employment, the aging society with declining birth rates, and
the drop in GDP manifested in a reduction in international competitiveness. Statistics show
that the younger generation of Japan has significantly lower ratings of self-confidence,
willingness to contribute to society, and hopes for the future, compared to other nations.
Under these circumstances, we aimed to speculate on a humane vision where everyone
can live with a meaningful purpose (*ikigai* in Japanese) from the historical city of Kyoto,
Japan. Using the theories underpinning Transition Design, this paper reports a case study
on the core four activities of Transition Design. We introduce the tools and processes
rooted in local culture and history. Then we show a design fiction that conveys place-based
and decentralized future visions inspired by Japanese traditional Arts. Finally, after
practicing the first Transition Design project in Japan, we reflect on the designer’s mindset
to address Wicked Problems of the 21st century from the perspective of Pluriversal Design,
which discusses epistemologies and methods of design researchers from outside of Europe
and North America.
Transition Design; Pluriversal Design; Local Wicked Problems; Vision Prototyping

1. Introduction
Japanese young generation's life and career situations have become opaque due to multiple issues such
as the aging society with declining birth rates, drop in GDP and international competitiveness, and
chronic deflation. United Nations (2019) showed that the dependency of older populations in Japan (Age
65 and over by 20-64) was the highest in the world in 2019, and it is believed to continue increasing (Fig.
1). Japanese society needs to prioritize immediate social welfare issues for older adults, making it
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

difficult to formulate a strategic foresight for future generations. As for the economy, although Japan
had achieved a stable economic growth from 1955 to 1990 by technology-driven kaizen (continuous
improvement) mindset (Imai, 1986), Japan has been in a chronic economic stagnation for the last 30
years (Funabashi and Kushner, 2015). Cabinet Office, Government of Japan (2019) reported that the
self-confidence of Japanese youths (ages 13 – 29 years) and their hope for the future were significantly
lower than those of other nations (the Republic of Korea, the United States of America, the United
Kingdom, Germany, France, Sweden). Additionally, their willingness to contribute to changing the nation
was also small (Fig. 2). The fact that young people have no hope and vision for the future is one of the
Wicked Problems (Rittel and Webber, 1973) unique to Japan.
Under the circumstances, the needs for designing future visions have become apparent. The Ministry of
Economy, Trade, and Industry in Japan (2019) issued a guideline for cultivating designers with the
capability of taking on five emerging roles: Service Designer, Design Manager, Business Designer, Design
Strategist, and Vision Designer. A Vision Designer requires the most comprehensive skills and is the
person who can tackle the Wicked Problems and envision desirable futures while understanding social
context.
However, there are still virtually no practical case studies of vision design in Japan. More contribution to
the knowledge in the methodology, practice, and execution of vision design is needed. It is more
important than ever to create a humane vision and design a transition pathway based on long-term
foresight and interdisciplinary discussions.
As a potential approach to undertake the Wicked Problems and catalyze societal transitions toward the
more sustainable and desirable future, Irwin (2015), a Director of the Department of Design at Carnegie
Mellon University, proposed Transition Design. She argued that design and designers had a crucial role
to play in these transitions. Although future visions have often been provided by governments
historically, Transition Design offers a design-led collaborative and grassroots framework for vision
making. The Transition Design Institute at Carnegie Mellon University promotes this emerging theory
and cultivates a new breed of designers to address the Wicked Problems.
Based on the above, this article introduces our self-initiated Transition Design project conducted in
Kyoto, Japan, in 2019. In response to adolescent depression in Japan, we speculated on a humane vision
where everyone can live with a meaningful purpose ("ikigai" in Japanese) and prototyped a place-based
design fiction through Japanese traditional performance and products. In the next chapter, we introduce
the history of vision making in Japan and clarify the Japanese context between vision and design.
Chapter 3 explains the core four Transition Design processes we defined, and Chapter 4 introduces our
place-based practices and deliverables of the first Transition Design project in Japan. This article closes
by summarizing our reflections, insights from a Pluriversal Design perspective, and future works.
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Figure 1. Ten Countries or Areas with the Highest Old-age Dependency Ratio (65+/20-64), 2019 and 2050. source: World
Population Ageing 2019

Figure 2. International Survey of Youth Attitude of Japan and Other Countries (Respondents: About 1000 males and females in
each country between the ages of 13 and 29). source: White Paper on Children and Young People 2019

2. Needs for Vision Design in Japan
2.1. Origin of Futures Studies in Japan
The origin of future studies in Japan dates back to the 1960s. Yoshizawa (2012) organized the history of
futures studies in Japan and argued that the enthusiasm for futurism in Japan arose around 1965, the
year after the Tokyo Olympics. It was also the year that the Osaka Expo was decided to be held in 1970.
Xia (1967) critiqued that many books on futures studies in the West were introduced to Japan around
that time, and Japan's futures studies were full of an optimistic mood.
In the following year 1966, Hayashi (1966), who was in the Economic Planning Agency of Japan,
compiled a visionary report titled "Japan 20 years later: one vision for a prosperous national life" and
showed the coming Japanese life and working styles with concrete figures. Additionally, the Japan
Society for the Future Research was established in 1968 by an interdisciplinary community of five
founders: a bureaucrat, an Ethnologist, an architectural critic, a Sociologist, and a Science Fiction writer
(Japan Society for Future Research, 1968). Cross-disciplinary discussions of the futures studies reached
their peak towards the realization of the Osaka Expo.
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However, immediately after the Expo, futures studies in Japan shrunk sharply. In the 1970s, people's
interests shifted from the future vision to their present individual lives due to international economic
crises, such as the Nixon Shock and the Oil crisis. Interdisciplinary discussion for Japan's future was also
segmented and absorbed into respective academic disciplines (Yoshizawa, 2012, p.795).

2.2. History of Vision Making in Japan
Since the 1980s, the government and ministries of Japan have been the main actors in formulating the
long-term national vision (The Institute for future technology, 2011). In 1980, Prime Minister Masayoshi
Ohira established nine ad hoc policy study groups to develop a vision for specialized topics, such as
culture, technology, and security towards the 21st century and compiled a study report (Prime Minister
Ohira's Policy Study Group, 1980). One group researched on the Life and Concerns in a Pluriversal
Society, anticipating globalization and diversification. They tried to grasp the transitions in lifestyles and
interests of the Japanese people. Another group studied the historical development of Science and
Technology. They proposed the concept called "Holonic Path," which focuses on the collective balance
between humans, artifacts, and nature. They recognized that modern science and technology had
caused global problems by pursuing individual profits rather than symbiosis. Therefore, the restoration
of humanity and pluriversal Holonic Path was the subject in Japan in the 1980s.
Subsequently, the Japanese government applied this committee format as the vision making
organization. Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi in 1999 organized a round-table conference with experts
from the public and private sectors and summarized the initiative of Japan in the 21st century
(Roundtable of the initiative of Japan in the 21st century, 2000).
Since 2001, ministries, public organizations, and private companies are increasingly forming their own
visions. Although the government still proposed some visions (Cabinet Office, Government of Japan,
2005; Roundtable for Realization of Safe Society, 2009), the scope was more realistic than the previous
Ohira's radical one. It indicates that the meaning of the long-term vision in Japan has changed from
directing one unified future to encouraging individuals and organizations to generate their prospects
(The Institute for future technology, p.86, 2011). Due to the diversifications in values and lifestyles,
Japanese people are not seeking a universal vision or national goals identifiable in the 20th century's
modern and occidental way of life.

2.3. Issues of Vision Making in Japan
Lack of Proper Vision Making Systems and Methodologies
In addition to societal diversification, Japan in the 21st century faces various Wicked Problems requiring
interdisciplinary decision-making, such as earthquakes, terrorism, chronic deflation, low birthrate with
an aging society, and immigration issues due to the lack of workforce. As it is no longer possible to
create a universal vision, interdisciplinary and place-based vision making is required at every level, such
as individual, company, municipality, and government.
However, Japan lacks knowledge of systems and methodologies for developing a vision. The Institute for
future technology (p.403, 2011) critiqued the inadequacy of vision formulation system and methods. In
most cases, after gathering experts and stakeholders' opinions quickly through ad hoc committees,
secretariats classified the ideas that many members agreed with. Much of the ideas simply incorporated
catchy words and accepted as the vision in a given time. (The Institute for future technology, p.404,
2011).

Weak Execution and Evaluation Functions
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The other issue is that created visions have been rarely evaluated. Since a vision is not an action item, it
is necessary to execute concrete activities to realize that vision. Additionally, grasping and monitoring a
gap between the vision and the present is critical for progress evaluation and continuous improvements.
However, it is doubtful that such processes have been conducted (The Institute for future technology,
p.408, 2011).

2.4. Needs for Vision Design in Japan
Yoshizawa (2012) critiqued that although the futures studies in Japan were fragmented, they have
remained in the developments of visible artifacts such as architecture and design. Metabolism was a
radical and visionary urban and architectural scheme generated in Japan in the 1960s and 1970s (Schalk,
2014). In literature, Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of Japan was founded in 1963 and has delivered
the Japanese outlook on the future in the form of science fiction for more than 50 years (Science Fiction
and Fantasy Writers of Japan, 1963).
This design's capability to speculate on the shape of the coming society is required again in response to
the 21st century's complexity of problems. The concept of Critical Design (Dunne, p.117, 1999; Malpass,
2017) and Speculative Design (Dunne and Raby, 2013) was proposed to cast doubt on a single and linear
future and to explore possible futures and alternative visions. In Japan, the Ministry of Economy, Trade,
and Industry (2019) issued the guidelines for cultivating designers with advanced capabilities and
defined five emerging roles: Service Designer, Design Manager, Business Designer, Design Strategist, and
Vision Designer. A Vision Designer requires the most comprehensive skills and is identified as the person
who can envision a desirable future with sufficient contextual understandings of the present society.
However, there are still virtually no practical case studies of vision design in Japan. More knowledge in
the methodology, practice, and execution of vision design is needed.

3. Transition Design and The Core Four Processes
The word “design” is used beyond its traditional definitions and expanding into broader contexts, such
as experiences, services, and systems, and organizational changes (Buchanan, p.12, 2001). In this tide,
Irwin (2015) argued fundamental change at every level of our society was needed to address the issues
confronting us in the 21st century and proposed Transition Design to address large-scale societal
transition toward more sustainable futures.
Transition Design provides methodologies and toolkits online (Carnegie Mellon University, 2020). Based
on the available materials, we divided the process of Transition Design into four core steps and applied
them to the Wicked Problem of adolescent depression in Japan. In the following section, we show the
overview of the four steps we have developed.

3.1. Mapping Wicked Problems
First, Transition Design starts with breaking Wicked Problems into small interdependent issues and
causes using a large analogue canvas, divided into five archetypal problem categories called STEEP:
Society, Technology, Economy, Environment, and Policy. It aims to distinguish how people’s values and
lifestyles are ramified and interrelated in response to societal issues that cannot be entirely solved with
a single solution (Fig. 3).
Wicked Problems are a class of unsolvable problems identified initially in Urban Planning (Rittel and
Webber, 1973). These problems are characterized by the high complexity of social agendas, diverse
stakeholders, and multiple disciplines, such as climate change, poverty, crime, and many more.
Additionally, strategic interventions considering long horizons of time and sustained behavioral changes
are needed. Transition Design advocates the importance of looking up and down systems levels and
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seeing the interconnections among issues and consequences related to Wicked Problems (Carnegie
Mellon University, 2020).

Figure 3. Mapping Wicked Problems. source: Transition Design Seminar 2020

3.2. Mapping Multi-Level Perspectives (MLP)
The second step is to map Multi-Level Perspectives (MLP) (Fig. 4). This activity investigates the root
cause of problems and correlations based on the concept of Holarchy (Koestler, p.61, 1967) that all
entities from the molecular/cellular level to the planetary level have one-for-all and all-for-one
wholeness.
Using socio-technical systems (Geels, p.450, 2005), MLP distinguishes between three systems levels: The
Landscape (large and slow moving STEEP-related tides), The Regime (networks, groups, and
infrastructure that can become entrenched), and The Niche (small, informal spaces where innovations
have been developed, risks taken and norms challenged). The word "acupuncturist" appears in the
theory of Transition Design (Carnegie Mellon University, 2020). The transition designer's role is to
discover and stimulate the stagnant elements while keeping the whole system's balance in mind.
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Figure 4. Mapping Multi-Level Perspectives. source: Transition Design Seminar 2020

3.3. Envisioning Future Lifestyles
The third step is envisioning future lifestyles grounded on leverage points (Meadows, p.3, 1999) that can
change the whole system (Carnegie Mellon University, 2020). This activity envisions ideal lifestyles in
2050 when Wicked Problems no longer exist, using the following two toolkits.

Spatio-Temporal Matrix
The Spatio-Temporal Matrix (Fig. 5) helps to frame the problem within the two axes of the timeline
(Past/Present/Future) and social systems level (Macro/Primary/Micro). Transition Design argues that
problems must be framed within radically large Spatio-Temporal contexts to identify their root
contributing factors at multiple levels of scale.
Transition Design looks into the past as well as the present and future. Orr (p.699, 1996), professor of
environmental studies and politics at Oberlin College, proposed the concept "Slow Knowledge,"
formulating one of the core concepts in Transition Design. Contrary to the term "Fast Knowledge"
aiming to increase commercial profits, Slow Knowledge appreciates indigenous cultures, place-based
lifestyles, and humane wisdom for community prosperity, preserved for hundreds and thousands of
years.

Snapshots of Lifestyles in 2050
Transition Design captures changes and transitions in people's values rather than technology. Visualizing
the future lifestyles in the person's context is critical to increasing the resolution of the future because
Transition Design calls itself "Design." Transition Design Seminar (2020) argues the snapshot should be a
visual/verbal narrative about everyday life that reflects new beliefs, assumptions, and cultural norms
(Fig. 6).
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Figure 5. Spatio-Temporal Matrix. source: Transition Design Seminar 2020

Figure 6. Snapshots of Lifestyles in 2050. source: Transition Design Seminar 2020

3.4. Backcasting to the Present
Transition Design does not end with envisioning an ideal future. It defines the fourth step called
backcasting (Quisto, 2007) to think about what to do now and make an action plan (Fig. 7). New and
existing projects can be connected and situated as a "transition pathway" toward the desired future.
Irwin (2018) explains the significance of executing the continuous cycle of Re-framing Present and
Future, Designing Interventions, and Waiting and Observing (Fig. 8).
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Figure 7. Backcasting and Creating Transition. source: Transition Design Seminar 2020

Figure 8. Transition Design Phases. source: Transition Design Seminar 2020

4. Practice: Speculation of the purpose of life in 2050 from Kyoto
We applied the Transition Design processes mentioned above to the Wicked Problem of adolescent
depression in Japan and conducted the first Transition Design project in Kyoto. As there have been
virtually no practical case studies outside of Europe and the United States, the following processes did
not proceed in a fixed chronological order. We went back and forth between processes to revisit ideas
and deliverables (Fig. 9).
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Figure 9. Transition Design Processes in Kyoto. source: original image

4.1. Mapping Wicked Problems
Iteration 1: Diverging
Starting with adolescents' depression in Japan, we first broke down this Wicked Problem into root
causes and consequences using an A1-sized paper canvas and post-it notes on the STEEP axis (Fig. 10).
We mainly conducted secondary research, investigating Japanese statistics, news articles, and research
papers. Additionally, we interviewed five Japanese university students at the Kyoto Institute of
Technology to understand the young generation's situation.
During the activity, we understood that we needed to organize interdependencies and causal loops
between each component in detail. Although this map is only provided as a tool by the Transition Design
Seminar, we needed to create some intermediate deliverables and supplemental tools throughout the
process.

Figure 10. Mapping Wicked Problems. source: original image

Iteration 2: Synthesizing
In the second iteration, we moved all elements to Figma, an online design collaboration tool, and
organized the causal relationships of each component on a digital canvas.
Finally, we understood that there were negative causal loops through multiple levels, such as
individuals, cities, and society in Japan (Fig. 11): 1) Households have a low financial capacity; 2) Citizens
have no hope for the government to change the situation; 3.)However, they become conservative and
seek satisfaction within the current situation; 4) Economic growth stops, and the collapse of the existing
system worsens.
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Figure 11. Organizing Causal loops. source: original image

4.2. Mapping Multi-Level Perspectives (MLP)
Iteration 1: Diverging Process
In the next step, we mapped the MLP by setting the timeline as the horizontal axis and the societal
layers (individual/city/society) as the vertical axis to identify significant events and patterns that
changed the entire system. Since Kyoto is an old capital in Japan and has over 1000-years of history, we
traced back 1000 years ago and tried to find insights from ancient times using the A-1 sized paper and
post-it notes as the previous activity (Fig. 12). We conducted desktop research, collecting books, news
articles, historical events, governmental policies, and Kyoto municipality's strategies as input
information. To gather information of the past, we interviewed one professor in Architectural History at
the Kyoto Institute of Technology to understand citizen culture in Japan. Additionally, we toured history
museums and temples in Kyoto and compared the lifestyle between the past and the present.
However, it was hard to get sound insights from the excessive amount of anthropological research
worth over 1000 years. Our initial insights about societal changes were not digested enough; they were
generic and superficial including "Analog to Digital" and "Centralization to Decentralization."
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Figure 12. Mapping Multi-Level Perspectives. source: original image

Iteration 2: with Mental Model axis
Therefore, in the second iteration, to extract deep insights, we tried to add the cultural iceberg model
(Hall, 1976) and Max Neef's Needs Theory (Max-Neef, Elizalde, & Hopenhayn, 1991), which are also
featured in the theory of Transition Design. We incorporated them into the MLP, aiming to dig into
beliefs, social values, and fundamental needs from individual social events (Fig. 13).
Subsequently, we were able to investigate the entire social system from the perspective of "WHY"
rather than "WHAT." We captured socio-technical changes derived from the fundamental human needs,
such as "owning to sharing" and "material happiness to mental happiness." However, the numerous
kinds and layers of information made it impossible to organize and visualize in the 2D paper.
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Figure 13. Mapping Multi-Level Perspectives with Mental Model axis. source: original image

Iteration 3: MLP in the 3D space
Accordingly, we tried to visualize the interdependency and complexity in a 3D space: Time (x), Mental
Model (y), and Social Layers (z). With the mindset of Design through Research (Jonas, p.1377, 2006), we
invented a three-dimensional physical frame to map individual elements (sticky notes) and their
relationships and dependencies (crocodile clips) in collaboration with students from the Department of
Industrial Design at the Kyoto Institute of Technology (Fig. 14). Using this model, we uncovered the
history and transition of the economy, capitalism, and the monetary system.

Figure 14. Mapping Multi-Level Perspectives in the 3D space. source: original image

4.3. Envisioning Future Lifestyles
Spatio-Temoral Matrix
We discovered that many factors of adolescent depression in Japan were due to economic reasons and
witnessed how modern society was dominated by money. This insight led us to create a vision of an
ideal society where capitalism would be over, and the monetary system would no longer be needed (Fig.
15(a)). Economists and journalists have already presented the vision of post-capitalism. AI and
blockchain technologies are expected to change the monetary system (Mason, 2015), and the zero
marginal cost society enables people to free from money (Rifkin, 2014.) We incorporated these existing
prospects on the Spatio-Temporal Matrix to make our vision technologically possible (Fig. 15(b)).
Moreover, we imagined a citizen's context where social credibility could be an alternative to currency.
As an extension of crowdfunding services (Kickstarter, 2020) and Thanks Economy Network in Japan
(OKWAVE, Inc., 2020), projects with higher social value would be appreciated much more than projects
with higher commercial value. We hypothesized that the asset of personal social trust, which is the sum
of individual passion, knowledge, approval, value, and network, would be more critical than financial
assets (Fig. 15(c)).
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Nevertheless, we soon realized that these visions were similar to the existing worldviews proposed by
many futurists. To approach this from a different perspective, we contextualized insights from the past
by incorporating Slow Knowledge (Orr, 1996) to revisit indigenous culture in Japan. Consequently, we
reached a hypothetical vision that “the life of the nobility in the Heian era (AD 794–1185)” could be
again the future utopian lifestyle. Kyoto was the center of Japan in the Heian era 1000 years ago, and
the nobilities in Kyoto (Heian nobilities) operated the politics, economy, and culture in Japan. They
owned spacious properties and lands, did not worry about money, and were satisfied with the richness
of goods. They had sophisticated desires for social approval, self-fulfillment, and mental gratification in
the Five Levels of Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943). In front of beautiful scenery, Heian nobilities
expressed their feelings using poems called Waka to demonstrate their rich knowledge and receive
social approval and credibility in return. We found an intriguing synchronization with current people’s
behavior of posting beautiful pictures to collect “Likes” on social media (Fig. 16). From these research
insights, we projected Kyoto’s 1000-years history into the future, believing that place-based indigenous
culture would remain in the future (Fig. 15(d)).

Figure 15. Spatio-Temporal Matrix. source: original image
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Figure 16. Heian Nobility Life (AD 794 – 1185) as Utopia. source: original image

Contextualizing by Design Fiction
Instead of using Snapshots of the Lifestyles in 2050 provided by Transition Design, we contextualized a
design fiction to increase the resolution of the future worldview. Following the concept of Speculative
Design (Dunne and Raby, 2013), we created a Japanese educational history TV program that could be
broadcasted in 2050 and materialized the following three future lifestyles
(https://vimeo.com/354785447) (Fig. 17(a)).
In a society with zero-marginal costs and richness of goods in 2050, people are free from the monetary
system. In this future, how much value is generated to society is more important than how much
commercial profit is generated. People are seeking to accumulate social credits and living as generators,
mediators, and receivers of value.

Generators/Makers of Values
Firstly, this fictional TV program introduces an emerging activity of people who generate new values.
People deprived of work by AI and machines attempt to preserve the history that there was a time when
humans worked. People start to convey the history of manual labor in the form of Japanese traditional
dances such as Kabuki and Noh, creating a new tradition called "Labor Dance" (Fig. 17(b)).

Mediators/Conveyers of Values
In this era, traditional crafts are once again attracting attention as an alternative to labor. XR and 3D
printing technology enable traditional artisans to inherit skills in remote locations. Skillful decentralized
experts overseas reversely import Japanese traditional craft techniques to the Japanese people in Japan
as a form of subscription-based online "Kiyomizu Ware (traditional Japanese pottery) Kit" (Fig. 17(c)).

Receivers of Values
Additionally, it is required to train not only the skills of creating values but also the skills to receive and
judge values in 2050. It is because Japanese culture itself has been refined by the vital interaction
between its creators and the receivers. Therefore, the theory of Design Driven Innovation (Verganti,
2009) is introduced to elementary/primary school education to study the essence of value. Kids in this
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generation use "Critical drills, Critical sparring, and Critical radical circles" workbook to cultivate their
own aesthetics and sense of value (Fig. 17(d)).

Figure 17. People in Japan (2050 - Present). source: original image

4.4. Backcasting to the Present
After making the design fiction, we finally reassembled it again into key concepts to discover parameters
common to the present and clarify immediate actions and attitudes. Transition Design is a continuous
iteration of concretion and abstraction. We explored one potential approach in this project: refactoring
the concrete design fictions with 2-axes once again.
The three scenarios we materialized play a different role in the world where social trust would be more
important than money: Creator, Receiver, and Conveyer of values (Fig. 18(a)). Additionally, to
differentiate each idea's feature, we added the axis of Heaven, Earth, and People, which had been said
as the elements forming the world in ancient Asian culture (Fig. 18(b)). By reframing the concepts
behind the idea again, we gained new aspects of the transitions that should occur at multiple levels:
individual, city, and society (Fig. 18(c)). According to this analysis, deliverables of Transition Design
would connect with the execution phase by launching new projects and involving potential stakeholders
towards an ideal future. Transition Design stresses that rather than starting new projects, it is essential
to integrate existing projects and stakeholders that are moving separately in the same direction and
create synergies.
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Figure 18. Backcasting to the Present. source: original image

5. Reflection
In this project, we implemented the four steps of Transition Design, developed methodologies and tools
considering local contexts, and accumulated practical knowledge for managing Transition Design
projects within a given timeframe. This chapter presents our reflections for conducting subsequent
Transition Design projects in Japan and cultivating vision design culture.

5.1. Facilitating Participatory Transition Design Workshop
In the final phase of the project, we held a three-hour academic symposium on August 8, 2019, to
discuss the implications of Transition Design in Japan, attended by approximately 20 general participants
of different genders, ages, and occupations (Fig. 19). In the symposium, we openly shared our process,
generated concepts, and deliverables. Additionally, we conducted a participatory workshop to introduce
complex design processes of Transition Design by using MLP and the 3D model we designed.
Because it was challenging to map complex interdependent problems on 2D paper, we developed the
3D model for future projects to visualize problems, share ideas, and find solutions. In the workshop,
participants with different backgrounds and skills tried to collaboratively break down Wicked Problems
and map insights into a three-dimensional model. This tool helped participants associate abstract
problems with each other and discuss root causes with entire complex systems in mind. As Wicked
Problems were related to everyone, all participants could express, visualize, and discuss their ideas with
guidance. Organizing and developing a facilitation method is one of the future challenges to making
Transition Design projects participatory and inclusively given the scale and complexity of the problem.

Figure 19. Participatory Symposium of Transition Design. source: Kyoto Institute of Technology
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5.2. Idea Generation Approach Based on Place-based Indigenous Culture
We reflected on the value of implementing Transition Design in Japan from the perspective of
Pluriversal Design, which discusses epistemologies and methods of design researchers from outside of
Europe and North America. In the symposium, we discussed with the participants the idea of projecting
the indigenous culture into the future. Through the grassroots future grounded on the local culture of
Kyoto (Fig. 20), we argue that the word "indigenous culture" refers not only to the knowledge of the
original inhabitants of a given land but also to the wisdom of all "predecessors."
On the one hand, we believe in generating possible ideas and solutions rooted in not only science and
technology but also local culture, tradition, and history. However, on the other hand, the notion of the
past differs in each place, country, and culture. We were able to use the Heian era as an inspiration
because it is still common for Japanese people to respect and appreciate the past's culture. However,
the past may be considered as the subject of economic, political, religious, and racial conflict rather than
inspirations. Keeping the balance between technology, local culture, and indigenous wisdom will be the
next project's challenge to get inspiration and conduct practical solutions.

Figure 20. Finalized Spatio-Temporal Matrix. source: original image

5.3. Capabilities of Transition Designers
Finally, we reflected on the capabilities of transition designers after the first practice in Japan. Transition
Design is a comprehensive design that believes in human dreams and sustainable futures. It requires an
understanding of various academic disciplines, social science theories, creative crafting skills, logical
decision-making, passionate will, and leadership (Fig. 21). The definition of the design is expanding, and
these comprehensive skills will inevitably be necessary. However, the ability to envision and materialize
people-centered scenarios should remain as the core skill of designers. Designers are always required to
contextualize and convey lively scenes of how people’s experiences and values can change. Nurturing
and embracing these interdisciplinary creative cultures, in addition to professional skills, will be
necessary for designing a humane vision for the 21st century.
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Figure 21. Capability of Transition Designer. source: original image

6. Conclusion and Future Work
In this paper, we presented our Transition Design practice to tackling Wicked Problems unique to Japan.
We introduced our process, tools, prototypes, insights, and reflections on Transition Design. Based on
keywords such as the asset of credibility, traditional craftsmanship of Kyoto, and mental gratification,
we materialized a design fiction to convey the future worldview of post-capitalism in 2050.
Future work will develop a scheme that can involve more stakeholders such as citizens, municipalities,
and governments and co-create a vision design project based on our experience of this time within a
given timeframe. As of June 2020, there is a growing demand for post-COVID-19 visions, and we are
planning to employ Transition Design to meet the demand from private sectors.
Additionally, designing a method of evaluating outcomes of Transition Design is significant because
Transition Design projects may take decades to implement to see a long-term transition of human value.
It is necessary not only to speculate visions but also to carry out feasible projects as a transition pathway
and measure the effect against the long-term foresight.
Lastly, as the definition of design extends to socio-technical and trans-disciplinary realms, we need to
foster transition designers who can address Wicked Problems of the 21st century. Under the COVID-19,
KYOTO Design Lab launched a new interdisciplinary training for the students titled "(Re)generating Japan
- Speculating a new lifestyle after the coronavirus" (https://www.dlab.kit.ac.jp/news/2020/regenerating-japan/). Although we acknowledge the hardship and complexity
of carrying out education under the COVID-19, the necessity of delivering a new transdisciplinary design
program remains an imminent challenge. We hope this program itself marks the beginning of a new
transition for Japanese design education and research.
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The bridging design prototype (BDP) approach is a human-centred design method for
individual designers and small organisations. BDPs are fully functional rapid prototypes
that user communities accept to incorporate in real activities; while designers use them
for learning about the community, the context, and the practice. Experimentation should
not require the presence of designers. By functional, it means all features should operate.
But, BDPs are not necessarily minimum viable products, as the digital or tangible materials
with which they are built could have a limited lifespan. Informed by autonomous design,
this reflection involved a meta-analysis of a project carried out in a Netherlands school.
My BDP for preschool concept mapping was re-oriented to explore if it could be used as
didactic tool to enhance interactive language learning in the education of children with
speech impairments. The analysis illustrated BDPs enabled speech therapists, teachers,
and counsellors to achieve goals of community design of itself. Three pilots, with
escalating numbers in participation and duration, transformed this community’s
practices. Explorations with BDP adaptations and a new design (an app for the interactive
whiteboard developed by a teacher) transformed speech therapists and teachers into
designers. This approach might be useful in autonomous design projects seeking
community design, decentring external designer participation, and enabling users to
become designers.
bridging design prototypes; human-centred design; users as designers; autonomía and
design

Introduction
The Pivot 2020 Conference encouraged “conversations about shifting centers, methods, epistemologies
and ontologies” and opportunities for featuring “more diverse voices on the stages of the Center”… “as
the movement to decolonize design gains strength…” (Noel et al., 2020). I am one of these voices
bringing diversity to “the Center” represented by Western Europe and North American narratives of
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

design. Back in 2003/2004 at the very start of my doctoral studies, unknowingly I became part of the
movement to decolonise design. I am a cross-cultural, multi-ethnic woman of colour from the Global
South, specifically from Colombia, but born in Guatemala from Colombian parents. I was educated in
institutions and traditions of the Global North, within white Western European traditions through and
through, from preschool to higher education. During the preparation of my Pivot short video and this
paper, I have grown to understand that I am one of those “people who have been excluded from the
main narrative of design” and that today “the Center is slowly starting to include” (Noel et al., 2020).
My interest in pluriversal design started in 2017, inspired by a collection of readings proposed for the
Strategic Design Journal (SDJ) call on Autonomía and Design, and my participation as reviewer for this
special issue (Botero, del Gaudio, & Gutiérrez Borrero, 2018). My overall interest in participatory design
dates back to my doctoral studies, which has slowly become part of my research activity, as my
application and others’ application of the BDP approach started to show users without design education
in the role of designers (Lee, 2008; Elizabeth B N Sanders & Williams, 2001)
This paper reports on a reflection on the possibility of BDPs to enable communities to achieve goals of
design of itself, of autonomy. It draws knowledge from my doctoral research, and a case in a
Netherlands school setting. This reflection has started a process of deconstructing a design approach
within the field of human-centred design (bridging design, fully functional rapid prototypes) for the
purpose of understanding its potential contribution to the field of autonomous design for the pluriversal
world, in spite of its origins in heteronomous norms.

The Bridging Design Prototype approach
Definition
The BDP approach is a human-centred design method, if applied as intended, can produce BDPs. A BDP
is a fully functional rapid prototype built with features familiar to a user community and with novel
features a designer incorporates after careful analysis of relevant data. It capitalises on a user
community’s prior knowledge and recognises their context realities. These characteristics bring users
into the development process early because they accept to incorporate it into their real activities. At the
same time, individual designers or R&D teams use it for learning about the community, the context, and
the practice (Gomez, 2009a; Gomez & Tamblyn, 2012b).

Origins
This approach was developed for gaining entry to real settings and working with difficult to access and
technologically disinclined communities, as an individual designer wanting to undertake human-centred
design (HCD) studies in preschools, on the use of a new learning tool (Gomez, 2007, 2009a). It evolved
from exploring ways to address a number of challenges I encountered in the application of some HCD
principles (Norman, 1999). The first challenge was that I had no way to “watch [prospective] users as
they perform the activities the new product is intended to assist…” (p. 188). For the reason that the
product idea was completely novel to this educational community. They did not perform productrelated activities in their work setting (i.e. the preschool classroom). The second challenge was that I
couldn’t meet the HCD principle of “start[ing] with a multidisciplinary team that includes representatives
from marketing, technology, and user experience” (p. 185). I was an individual designer (a small
organisation of one person) researching this issue independently without a particular institutional or
company affiliation. The third challenge was that I was an outsider to the preschool community I was
designing for. Early childhood education experts in Australia and New Zealand in the year 2005 did not
see the relevance and benefits of the novel product I was proposing to them (Gomez, 2009a, 2009b).
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Principles
The BDP approach is comprised of six agile and flexible principles underpinned by concepts drawn from
human-centred product development, user-centred design, inclusive design, and participatory design,
and a learning theory (table 1).
-

The principles “multidisciplinary thinking team approach to research the user community and
the market”, “similar mental models”, and “make activities simpler” enable individual designers
or small organisations with incomplete multidisciplinary teams and limited resources to
undertake human-centred design studies. Approximate research methods are used to learn
about the user community. Secondary data sources (Spinuzzi, 2002) are heavily relied upon
when rapid ethnography (Norman, 1999) is not possible early in the project.

-

The principles “prior knowledge and familiar interactions”, “broaden participation”, and
“participate in design” guide designers in the process of learning meaningfully about a user
community from diverse and multiple perspectives. These principles alert designers to gather
data from each relevant perspective, while attending to the wants and needs of each user
community member. This attention must be reflected in the development of principles,
guidelines, requirements, that later inform feature design.

Table 1 Principles and underpinning concepts of the BDP Approach
THE SIX PRINCIPLES OF THE BRIDGING DESIGN
PROTOTYPE APPROACH

UNDERPINNING CONCEPTS DRAWN FROM FOUR
DESIGN METHODS AND A LEARNING THEORY

Principle “Develop a human-centred design study
that brings a multidisciplinary thinking team
approach to research the user community and the
market”

The human-centered product development process
(Norman, 1999)

Principle “Becoming more empathic through the
designer, R&D team and the user community
achieving similar mental models”

The user-centred design method: Ideally the user’s model
and the designer’s model of a system image should be
equivalent (Norman, 2002)

Principle “Deep understanding of the prior
knowledge and familiar technological, behavioural,
and social interactions of the user community.

The conditions for meaningful learning: the learner must
have prior knowledge and the learning must be prepared
with familiar languages so the learner is motivated to
learn (Ausubel, Novak, & Hanesian, 1978)

Principle “Development of features that make
activities simpler”

The user-centred design: The seven principles for
transforming difficult tasks into simple ones (Norman,
2002)

Principle “Development of features that broaden
participation”

The inclusive design approach concepts of countering
exclusion and accessibility (Keates & Clarkson, 2003)

Principle “Implementation of a prototype for early
adoption enabling the user community to
participate, contribute, improve features in the
design process.

Participatory design: Users become participants and play
a critical role in a design process (Spinuzzi, 2002;
Suchman, 1993). Users’ participation early in the frontend is needed to drive truly human-centred product
development (Elizabeth B N Sanders & Williams, 2002)
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What kind of rapid functional prototypes are BDPs?
BDPs are experience prototypes (Coughlan, Fulton Suri, & Canales, 2007 ) and provotypes (Mogensen,
1991). Experience prototypes emphasise experiential aspects while provotypes are used to provoke
reaction and insights. The main difference with these also rapid prototypes is that BDPs must be fully
functional rapid prototypes. Experimentation should not require the presence of designers. By
functional, it means all features should operate, and users should be able to implement them in real
activities. But, these are not necessarily minimum viable products, as the digital or tangible materials
with which they are built could have a limited lifespan.

Studies and explorations in novel educational practice
The BDP approach was developed to carry out doctoral research in a project titled “Issues in Preschool
Concept Mapping: An Interaction Design Perspective”. It informed the development of a new learning
tool for enabling educational experts to research the relevance of the practice of concept mapping in
early childhood education. Before the emergence of the BDP for preschool concept mapping (also
known as the Authoring Concept Mapping Kit or the Kit), teachers had no way to study and explore the
relevance of Novak’s concept maps (Novak, 1998) to the education of preschool age children. The
implication of this was that I had no way to observe teachers educating children on the building of
concept maps. Back in 2005, the belief was that concept maps should only be introduced in primary
education as soon as children could write (Gomez, 2010).
BDPs enable researchers and professionals to engage with educational user communities in their own
terms and to explore learning situations not possible before due to curricula or environmental factors
(Contreras, Gómez, & Navarro-Newball, 2019; Gomez, 2010; Gomez & Crombie, 2016; Gomez &
Tamblyn, 2012a, 2012b). Applications outside my own practice can be found in projects by graduate
students in interaction design, primary education and mathematics (Marín Ortiz, 2017), and in product
development and innovation (Gomez et al., 2020).

Users as designers
An unforeseen outcome of the impact of my doctoral research was learning about educational experts
implementing their own BDPs for preschool concept mapping using documentation publicly available
(Gomez, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2009). The implementations involved replications, re-designs, or inspiration
to programme a software application (A. Cassata-Widera, 2008; A. E. Cassata-Widera, 2009; Kicken,
Ernes, Hoogenberg, & Gomez, 2016). Users incorporated BDPs into their activities in the manner of
“design at use” as in metadesign (Fischer & Giaccardi, 2006; Fischer & Scharff, 2000) and “user-driven
design” as in design participation (Lee, 2008). According to Ehn (2008) in the meta-design approach
“…both professional designers and potential users are seen as designers, much as in participatory
design, but they are not participating in synchronous entangled design-games, but in design-games
separated in time and space” (p. 96). In the results and discussion sections, I expand on users seen as
designers - how teachers in the Netherlands (Hoogenberg-Engbers, 2013; Kicken et al., 2016; van Veen,
2014) implemented BDPs for undertaking their own studies and explorations on concept mapping. Their
implementations show characteristics of autonomy, community design of itself, and suggest a way for
“mantaining collaborative design process that are opened in an explicit manner” (Botero, 2013 in
Escobar, 2016, p. 219).

What makes the BDP approach suitable to autonomous design
Esteva (2015 in Escobar, 2017, p. p. 172) “distinguishes three situations in terms of the norms that
regulate the social life of a collectivity:” ontonomy, heteronomy and autonomy. Paraphrasing, Escobar
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explains these situations. Ontonomy occurs when norms are established through traditional cultural
practices. Heteronomy occurs when norms are established by others via expert knowledge or
institutions. Autonomy occurs when the conditions exists for changing the norms from within, or the
ability to change traditions traditionally. It seems that communities exclusively changing the norms
through autonomy and ontonomy is aspirational in practice. In reality, there appears to be “negotiation”
between heteronomy, and autonomy and ontonomy norms. According to Escobar (2017, p. 173) “…
There is no absolute autonomy in practice; rather, autonomía functions as a theoretical and political
horizon guiding political practice.”
In such negotiation, there seems to be an interplay between autonomous and heteronomous norms
where new forms of design could be useful. Escobar (2017) suggests co-design, transition design,
autonomous design, and activist design. In the call for papers for SDJ, Botero and colleagues (2018) have
suggested others, to name a few, design for democracy, convivial tools, and design in communal
endevours. The Pivot 2020 conference brought together another set of projects exploring similar and
related topics from the perspectives of decolonising design, horizontal design, indigenous design,
bridging design prototypes, among many others (see contributions page in Noel et al., 2020). At its core,
these emerging collection of approaches in pluriversal design seek to lesser the power and influence of
the expert knowledge (external designers included) and institutions, and increase the power and
influence of the people in a particular indigenous, rural or urban community (located in the Global North
or the Global South), who deeply want to have more control, more say over the way a design process
and its outcomes impact the way they live, learn, work and play.
BDPs are suitable in design projects in which external designers (representing heteronomous
establishments), community experts and communities with expertise in their own wants and needs
require a way to negotiate, dialogue as part of a meaningful design process. BDP characteristics have
already been mentioned, which also make them suitable for autonomy projects in which there will
indeed be a negotiation and interplay between external knowledge experts and communities wanting to
practice the design of itself. Some of these characteristics are:
•
•
•
•

“the user community accepts to incorporate it into real activities”
“experimentations do not require the presence of the designer”
the possibility of using them in activities of “design before use”, “design participation” and
“design at use”
“for difficult to access and technologically dis-inclined communities”

The praxis of autonomous design presupposes five “elements for thinking about the relations among
autonomy, design, and the realization of the communal…” (Escobar, 2017, pp. 184-185). My reading
about these elements in the imagined scenario that Escobar uses to illustrates their application in the
transition design of a region in Colombia inspires me to think that the BDP approach could be used to
advance this kind of social innovation projects, not only in the Global South, but also in the Global North,
not only in community living projects, but also formal education projects.
Design projects involving people in formal institutions (e.g. schools, organisations or companies) aiming
to improve the lives of people might benefit by the application of autonomous design with BDPs. If
communities are involved from the start, BDPs could be produced in a co-design manner. If intended
communities are involved later, the external designer(s) must develop a first BDP for gaining entry to
the community setting, so a co-design process could be started. I foresee useful applications in
situations where external designers would like to help communities to undertake design processes for
“changing the norms from within or the ability to change traditions traditionally” (Esteva 2015 in
Escobar, 2017, p. 172), naturally in agreement with their own ontologies and traditions. Designers and

170

community members might arrive at concerted agreements through situations and methods for “deeply
understand[ing] the prior knowledge and familiar technological, behavioural, and social interactions of
the user community” (BDP principle, see table 1).
User communities accepting to incorporate BDPs into their real activities (or co-designing them with
external BDP designers) might generate situations exhibiting the five elements for autonomous design
(Escobar, 2016, pp. 210-211). Next, I explain how this could be. Escobar’s elements are between quotes
and in italic.
•
•
•

•

•

With a BDP “every person or community practices the design of itself.” They can implement
practices that advance the community’s aims in a meaningful manner.
With a BDP “every person or community is a practitioner of its own knowledge”. Every member
of the community is able to show what they know or how to improve what they know, and in
that process, incorporate new knowledge in the form of concepts and materials, etc.
The long-term open-ended manner in which a BDP is incorporated into a community context
enables “In first place [that] a community designs a system of investigation or learning about
itself.” The incorporation process require the community to investigate ways in which this BDP
could be used by every member in a manner that it is meaningful to their individual roles and
practices with the system. Strategic collaboration with knowledge experts is encouraged.
A BDP can kickstart studies and explorations around changing practice. But in the longer term
what they are doing is providing a community with an opportunity to experience such change
and realise that “each design process involves a statement of problems and possibilities”. The
practice can be deeply transform by having everyone on board and together generating the
objectives and actions for making the practice permanent.
Long-term, multi-year use of a BDP and its multiple re-designs, adaptations, and new designs
can lead to “the construction of the model of a system that generates the problem of community
concern”. Once the community has evaluated the relevance of this new practice inspired by the
BDPs, they proceed to implement a model for sustainably continuing and evolving the practice.

Method and project informing my reflection
My reflection is informed by a project illustrating the unexpected application of autonomous design in
the formal education of children with severe impairments. How a BDP helped an educational community
to decentre mainstream design practices according to Escobar’s (2016) autonomous design elements.
The community implemented a project and carried out design activities without consulting with the
external/ BDP designer (i.e. me). These activities occurred seven years after my doctoral studies were
completed.

The project
As briefly introduced earlier, a method to advance my doctoral studies was the implementation of a BDP
for preschool concept mapping for undertaking research in real settings, and for enabling teachers to
study the relevance of this novel approach to preschool education (Gomez, 2006, 2007, 2009b, 2010).
Outside of my own research, three situations of design at use (Fischer & Giaccardi, 2006; Fischer &
Scharff, 2000) or user-driven design (Lee, 2008) took place in the United States and the Netherlands.
The types of studies and explorations undertaken with the BDP transformed these users into designers
(i.e. child educational psychologist, teachers, speech therapists). I did not participate in the
implementation of the BDPs in the first and third situation. At the request of Hoogenberg-Engbers, I was
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a consultant in the second situation, and provided a video-recorded seminar on concept mapping who
she run during the workshop.
In the first situation, Cassata-Widera (2008; 2009) incorporated the BDP in her doctoral research on
child-developmental psychologist with focus on metacognitive skills and concept maps. In the second
situation, Hoogenberg-Engbers (2013) designed a workshop to introduce primary school teachers to
concept mapping with the BDP at a conference on gifted and talented education. These two situations
provided evidence of the BDP for preschool concept mapping to enable early childhood experts to
undertake studies and explorations on this topic (see section "contribution" in Gomez, 2009b, p. 20).
In the third situation, Kicken and Ernes reoriented my BDP to teach interactive language learning in a
Netherlands school setting between 2012 and 2015. A meta-analysis on a co-authored paper (Kicken et
al., 2016) aims to illustrate the emergence of autonomous design behaviours during the implementation
of a new educational practice. The fragments chosen display the five elements of autonomous design
(Escobar, 2016, pp. 210-211).

Results
Principle: every community practices the design of itself
Every community practices the design of itself: its organizations, its social relations, its
practices, its relation to the environment. If for most of history communities practiced a sort
of “natural design” independent of expert knowledge (ontonomy, spontaneous coping),
contemporary situations involve design based on both detached and embodied forms of
reflection (Escobar, 2017, p. 184).
Fragments chosen to illustrate the principle:
[Kicken and Ernes] are speech therapists contractors of the external services of the Institute
Vitus Zuid Mgr. Hanssen in the Netherlands. As part of the training to become a specialist in
guiding gifted and talented children, they attended the concept mapping workshop run by …
Hoogenberg-Engbers (2013) and… learned to encourage children to make their own
connections between concepts using the voice-recorders. So they decided to explore uses of
the BDP with children with speech impairments. They thought that concept mapping could
also work for teaching interactive language learning…(see Kicken et al., 2016, pp. 113-114).
This fragment illustrates an example of design-based on an embodied form of reflection. The knowledge
expert (Hoogenberg-Engbers) and the activities undertaken at the workshop motivated these speech
therapists to explore new learning possibilities with what they call “a new didactic tool.” Its potential of
“encouraging children to make their own connections between concepts using the voice-recorders”
motivated the decision to try it. Here a process of “changing norms from within” was started and
independent from the knowledge experts (myself and Hoogenberg-Engbers).

Principle: people are practitioners of their own knowledge
Every design activity must start with the strong presupposition that people are practitioners
of their own knowledge and from there must examine how people themselves understand
their reality. This epistemological, ethical, and political principle is at the basis of both
autonomy and autonomous design. (Conventional development planning is intended to get
people to practice somebody else’s knowledge, namely, the experts’!) (Escobar, 2017, p.
184)
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Figure 1 Top photos show a topic web and concept map with the BDP. Bottom photos show screens from the app created by a
teacher participating in the pilot

Fragments chosen to illustrate the principle:
Concept mapping [with the BDP] fits the Institute’s [didactic] approach to language teaching
[developed by van den Nulft and Verhallen]. The Authoring Kit [i.e. the BDP for concept
mapping] integrated as a good didactic tool with the current interactive language learning
approach. There was no additional work for the teachers, just another way of teaching a
theme. It transferred to the whole team, and co-teaching was possible. (see Kicken et al.,
2016, p. 118).
The community could easily incorporate the new “didactic tool” into teaching practices, were able to
change their practice, without additional work, through workshops and collaborative teaching. This
could be an approach for “changing tradition traditionally” (Escobar, 2017, p. 173). The BDP features
made sense and accommodated well to their teaching practices, teaching and learning traditions and
routines.
Another fragment chosen to illustrate the principle:
Using The Authoring Kit as an inspiration, the teachers developed their own kits used in the
three pilots. Due to frequent use, the photo cards became worn out and the voice-recorders’
sound quality diminished and worsened. Therefore, the voice recorders have been replaced
with alternative ones…
One teacher, Ger Wensink, developed a concept mapping application for the Interactive
Whiteboard [figure 1]. This application has allowed teachers to save the results and reuse
the concept map in another learning activity. The teachers are extremely happy with the
development of this digital application because it has multiple possibilities.
(Kicken et al., 2016, pp. 124-125)
The new tool was flexible to their needs, allowed for adaptation, modification, redesign, and enabled
the teachers to have practice experience at their own pace, combining prior knowledge (tradition) with
new knowledge (creating kits for finding their own way of teaching). The BDP enabled the teaching team
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to create conditions that permitted teachers to “changes norms from within”, for autonomy (Esteva,
2015 in Escobar, 2017).
As it is supposed to occur in autonomous projects, the activities with the BDP implied the defence of
some practices such as “the didactic approach of van den Nulft and Verhallen”. Others were
transformed others such as learning to make concept maps with tangible materials (figure 1, top
photos). Finally, there was opportunity for the true invention of new practices such as the development
of an app for the interactive whiteboard by a teacher (figure 1, bottom photos).

Principle: an inquiring or learning system about itself
What the community designs, in the first instance, is an inquiring or learning system about
itself. As designers, we may become co-researchers with the community, but it is the latter
that investigates its own reality in the codesign process. (Escobar, 2017, p. 184)

Figure 2 Three examples of the kind of bridging design prototypes teachers created to teach students concept mapping

Concept mapping with the BDP enabled teachers to see that:
•
•
•
•
•
•

It added value in vocabulary learning
It took teachers and children some effort to increase word networks, and let go of old strategies
Teachers learned to use open questions and listen to what the children meant by asking more
questions
It facilitated children to show more of their own thinking
Conversation exchange was more child-initiated and interactive
Children themselves established relationships between concepts, and completed each other’s
sentences

(see transcript in Kicken et al., 2016, p. 118)
Teachers and children’s new behaviours and reactions showed opportunities for reflection and inquiring
about the implications of this new tool in their educational practices, particularly in the learning process
of vocabulary expansion. Teachers experienced a new way to meet individual educational needs of
children with severe-speech language difficulties. Also, they reported novel improvements in their
teaching practice, for example, becoming a coach or facilitator in the learning process. Each teacher
freely adapted the BDP to own teaching styles.
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The co-design team was comprised by the school community itself: two speech therapists leading the
project, two internal counsellors who would continue lead the project longer term, teachers who
participated in each pilot and their children. One school director supported and advocated for the
initiative with the other directors (who were five in total). Finally, two external knowledge experts
(myself and Hoogenberg-Engbers) acted as observers, advisors, joining the project at particular events
(site visits), assisting with particular situations (e.g. liaison with management for project resourcing and
dissemination among the relevant expert community), and collaboration in publication writing. An
education magazine did an article of the project before the last pilot (van Veen, 2014). This co-design
team illustrates what Escobar (2017, p. 186) calls “the ideal situation for autonomous design [is]
obtain[ed] when the client, the designer, the decision maker, and the guarantor of the system are the
same entity (Churchman 1971), namely, the community and its organizations.”

Principle: statement of problems and possibilities
Every design process involves a statement of problems and possibilities that enables the
designer and the group to generate agreements about objectives and to decide among
alternative courses of action… The result should be a series of scenarios and possible paths
for the transformation of practices or the creation of new ones.20 (Escobar, 2017, p. 185)
The design process for an adoption model involved three pilots that were carried out between 2012 and
2015, with escalating numbers in participation and duration at the Institute.
•

•

•

An afternoon pilot: Kicken and Ernes tried the BDP with three children ages 4-5-6. They
observed behaviours uncommon in children of such age. These results motivated them to
undertake more practice, leading the Institute’s management to authorising an initial pilot. The
knowledge expert, Hoogenberg-Engbers, was invited as a passive observer and did not know the
participants.
A five-month pilot: five teachers volunteered their time to learn concept mapping. Coached by
Kicken and Ernes, then proceeded to incorporate it in their teaching with their students. The
knowledge experts, Gomez and Hoogenberg-Engbers, visited the site, met pilot teachers and
their students. At request of co-teaching team, Gomez wrote a report for the five school
directors, which was also disseminated among key experts of the concept mapping community.
The report purpose was to persuade the management to resource a one-year pilot.
A one-year pilot: 18 groups with teachers of the middle and upper grades and their children age
6 to 12. Internal counsellors now are involved to create opportunity for more shared
responsibility. A good practice video was also circulated. Kicken and Ernes co-taught in
collaboration with all participants. The coaching activity will be taken over by the counsellors in
the future.

The BDP provoked insights and inspired a design process involving co-teaching activities in which
teachers were coached to implement their own applications of the design, according to their classrooms
and children’s needs. Together they generated agreements on objectives and decided alternatives for
action. For example, one objective was “children should be active in their own language development
and vocabulary expansion should take a prominent role…] (Kicken et al., 2016, p. 114). A questionnaire
design to survey teacher opinion showed the importance the Institute placed in the teachers being free
to develop their own practice. The questionnaire was designed to assess if three pillars of education
(autonomy, competence and responsibility) were present in the activities. A result summary on
autonomy said “… most teachers felt that concept mapping was not a forced didactic structure or
method they had to use in their groups. They felt that they had the space to apply it in a different way, if
they had wished to (Kicken et al., 2016, p. 121). The co-teaching approach with workshops and videos
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was at the core of implementation to make sure that the knowledge was transferable longer term, and
achieved according to their didactic approach for interactive language learning.

Principle: a model of the system that generates the problem of communal concern
This exercise may take the form of building a model of the system that generates the
problem of communal concern. Given this model, the question that every autonomous
design project must face is: what can we do about it? The answer will depend on how
complex the model of reality is. The concrete result is the design of a series of tasks,
organizational practices, and criteria by which to assess the performance of the inquiry and
design task.21 (Escobar, 2018, p. 185)
As the number of pilot participants grew, organisational practices evolved. For example:
•
•
•
•
•

In the 5-month pilot, concept mapping was done on themes, practice was bi-weekly. Teachers
were regularly observed and filmed
Internal counsellors are to take the responsibility of coaching teachers in the future
Adoption via a pilots model of concrete direct experience created consensus with teachers and
school management
The evaluation criteria on the pillars of education informed arguments for wide implementation
In 2016, the management decided to incorporate this tool at every level, but preschool

For details see (Kicken et al., 2016)
The pilot format with activities over three years showed that this educational community was able to
change one didactic tool for another one through bottom-up, escalated, and concerted decisions
between members of the co-design team. The improvement in children’s learning and their motivation
inspired the team to continue on and argue for more scope and resourcing. This process slowly
convinced the school directors of the tool’s benefits. As pilot participation increased more coordination
and resourcing was needed. Co-teaching required the production of a video and carrying out an
assessment criteria towards the one-year pilot complexion. The survey provided the data for taking the
decision to implement this new didactic tool school-wide. The model below sketches some aspects of
how the BDP adoption process occurred.

Figure 3: Model of adoption of a BDP for preschool concept mapping by an educational community
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Discussion: potential contributions to autonomous design
The bridging design prototype approach is a new form of design practice, with some traction, that could
work within an autonomous design framework, and could contribute to the reimagining of collective
futures of sustainable innovation projects in social and educational settings. In the case just reported,
the “conditions exist[ed] for changing the norms from within” at the Institute. The BDP provided a way
for the community to show “the ability change [educational] traditions traditionally]. They established a
co-design team comprised only by school members. External knowledge experts and other parties (e.g.
educational magazine) were engaged at specific points in time for strategic reasons.

From heteronomy to autonomy
Esteva (2015) defines “‘heteronomy’ is regulation imposed from outside, by others, by the market or the
state, like legal systems and business practices imposed to citizens or clients.” (2015, p. 143). Originally,
BDPs have been designed under this definition of heteronomy norms. The intention was to implement
them to gain access to real contexts to learn about the community, the context, the practice, for a
research-driven purpose. Its six principles have been put together drawing from three design methods
and a theory of learning, mainly informed by theoretical concepts from the Global North scholarly
design knowledge. It is also ruled by my design norms “the system I established” for implementing
prototypes for gaining entry to natural settings and enable activities of “design before use” (Ehn, 2008;
Redström, 2008). The formal educational contexts (i.e. schools) in which the BDP for preschool concept
mapping has been adopted are also located in the Global North not only geographically, but also in
childhood educational thought (Gomez, 2009). So far it has been applied to investigate situations in
formal education, within mainstream educational systems and methods.
However, when BDPs are used as intended, there seems to be transition from heteronomy norms - the
designer dictates how it is used, to autonomía norms - the user community dictates how best it should
be adapted or transformed. The BDP for preschool concept mapping was a suggestion, a provocation for
gaining insight and helping the community to experience first hand how this might be useful to the
performance, further development of their educational practices.

Community members becoming designers
The BDP enabled the community to sustainably adopt a new tool and construct a new teaching reality
(i.e. incorporating concept mapping in interactive language learning) to replace an existing method
(topic webs) or complement others (e.g. conversation exchange). The co-design team achieved a change
in didactic tools from a bottom up approach and one by one teachers were convinced through personal
experience (they saw the children behaving differently). The bottom-up design approach evident here
can be characterised as the one expected in design participation as described by Lee (2008): “the realm
of collaboration extends to other spaces”, the initiators are users, the expected outcome is “designoriented (design innovation)”, and the role of the professional designer is of a strategist “aiming to
develop innovative…or better design to improve people’s lives” (2008, p. 35). Within the heteronomous
norms in which this school operates, this community has been able to undertake some autonomous
activities that have lived up to the Zapatista dictum“changing the world does not come from above or
from outside” (Tramas y mingas para el buen vivir, 2013 cited in Escobar, 2017, p. 167). The co-design
team negotiated the terms of implementation and wide adoption with the school direction, which
illustrates Escobar’s point “there is no absolute autonomy in practice” (2017, p. 13).

Decentring participation of the external designer
The BDP designer influence was lesser/decentred and my non-involvement in project implementations
favoured the emergence of autonomous design practices. It was possible to maintain processes of
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collaborative and open design that were more explicit (Botero, 2013 cited in Escobar, 2016, p. 219), in
which I had a strategic role assigned by the community. The community’s re-designs, adaptations, and
new design show that the BDPs can potentially promote “…the articulation of design-in-use practices in
the context of temporally extended collective design activities …” (Botero, 2013, p. 13 in Escobar, 2018,
p.194). They can also, inspired in Marttila & Botero’s (2016) words, provoke ideation on what types of
worlds [i.e. educational worlds] we should be concerned with and care about and how we can
contribute to their remaking.

Pluriversal design studies
Autonomous design projects with BDPs might pivot a “discussion of decolonization from an academic
critical perspective to a creative and generative one” (Noel et al., 2020). Decolonising frameworks draw
knowledge from multiple theories and methodologies, involve diverse participants/actors, with diverse
interest and backgrounds, where negotiation is needed, and encouraged(Diaz Soto & Blue Swadener,
2002; James Tarditi, 2016). In parallel, ecologists, transition activities, and designers relatively easy
propose scenarios to trigger the design imagination (Escobar, 2017, p. 194). Pluriversal design studies
with the BDP approach in real settings might produce interesting decolonial investigations of imagined
scenarios of sustainable practice, not only in educational settings, but also in rural and urban settings,
and with vulnerable communities.
The new design of an app for the interactive whiteboard by one teacher (figure 2) invites explorations of
IT autonomous design in formal education. Re-thinking the role of the teacher in educational technology
is a current interest (Johnson et al., 2014). There exist reports of inspiring projects on decolonising IT in
informal educational settings (Cavallo, 2000; James Tarditi, 2016). So there is an opportunity for BDPsupported research on the democratisation and decolonisation of formal education in the Global South
not only in early childhood education in poor locales in Colombia (Franco Franco, 2016) and primary
school in southern Kenya (Dinkwater, 2014), but also in researching inequality and inclusion inclusive
educational technologies in the Global North (Contreras et al., 2019; Kicken et al., 2016).

Conclusions and future work
In this paper, I reflected on the use of BDPs in autonomous design projects in which the community
undertakes the design of itself. The reflection was based on a meta-analysis of a prior research project.
An educational community adopted a BDP for carrying out improvements in teaching practice with
children with impairments, in a manner in which elements of autonomy were unexpectedly present. For
example, the BDP/external designer was not involved in the pilots. The co-design team (speech
therapists, teachers, and internal counsellors) was the community itself who implemented pilots
escalating in numbers of teacher and children participation. Collaborative activities (e.g. co-teaching and
workshops) were at the core of adoption model leading to a new design by a teacher (e.g. an app for the
interactive whiteboard). The model of the system is sustainable to the school and transferable to other
schools. The BDP approach might be useful, advance autonomous design projects seeking for communal
forms of autonomía, decentring participation of external knowledge experts and designers, in their
exploration of sustainable innovation models and practices for living, learning, working, among others.
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How do we apply theories of decolonization to an emerging technology such as
augmented reality (AR)? We explain how our co-creative pilot laboratory contributes to
efforts in decolonizing augmented reality through embodied prototyping, and designing
pluriversality in AR to “augment” de-centered narratives. Our initial methods included
facilitating reading discussions and affinity mapping (to transpose theories into action).
“Thinking-feeling” (Escobar, 2015) and “power-geometries” (Massey, 1991) became a
means to engage with our own mental models and constructs, as they relate to
colonization. This led us to build a series of prompts organized into a “Cosmology Toolkit”
(Escobedo, Kris & Sweidan, 2020). We conducted field research in our local geography, as
a means to critically engage with space and address historic psychogeographies. Using
TorchAR (a free, proprietary AR design tool), we performed expressions of our personal
cosmologies, which were recorded as videos and layered in situ, to prototype a micropluriverse.
decolonizing augmented reality; pluriverse design; embodied prototyping; open syllabus

1. Introduction
Augmented reality (AR)—an interactive experience enhanced by computer-generated information
overlaid on the physical world—is primed to be the next wave digital platform. Tech optimists like Kevin
Kelly (2019) refer to AR as the “mirrorworld,” or a 1:1 map that mediates our virtual and physical
placemaking and spatial presence. However, there is nothing neutral about the mirrorworld. Historically,
communication technologies have been sites of the expression of power and counter-power. Likewise,
AR holds the potential to enhance or constrain human agency. We feel it is our ethical responsibility to
critically examine how AR is positioned to perpetuate colonialism.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Sociologist and Science and Technology Studies (STS) scholar John Law proposes that colonialism leads
to a “one-world world” (OWW)—the idea propagated by the West that we live within a single world,
defined by one reality (Law, 2011, p.2). Anthropologist Arturo Escobar’s concept of pluriversal design
was inspired by the Zapatista ethos of a “world where many worlds fit.” It involves cultivating different
ways of thinking, being, designing, rooted in cosmologies (Ansari, 2018), rather than universalist desires
promoted by a OWW. However, STS scholars have critiqued Escobar’s vision for not being specific or
pragmatic enough to help designers in transforming the world (Nold, 2018). We extend pluriversal
design, to disentangle AR from the complexities of the Western narrative and de-link from the narrative
of universal and singular exertions of power, truth, goodness and beauty (Inayatullah, 1998, p.4). Thus,
as designers and researchers, we build on Escobar’s and other design scholars’ anti-colonial theories,
with the goal to bridge theory with design.
Picking up these visions for decolonizing design, we examine ways that AR is used to colonize the
imagination (Schultz, 2018) and amplify the asymmetrical “power-geometries” (Massey, 1994) of a
networked society. We do this by exploring ways we may de-link AR from a colonial genealogy, to
generate a renewed episteme (Hui, 2017). This becomes a way to link AR to plural knowledge systems
compatible with the pluriverse. Additionally, we identify the affordances of AR, to consider ways the
medium has been used to reinscribe colonial ideologies. Further, we explore what it means to engage in
a pluriversal design approach, and offer a case study of a workshop with a collaborative toolkit, resulting
in co-creative, embodied prototyping of a “micro-pluriverse” in AR.

1.1. Colonialism and Augmented Reality
Colonization has historically referred to the expansion of European influence and control over Asia, the
Middle East, Africa, and Latin America, from the seventeenth century to the middle of the twentieth
century (Fernandes, 2003). Our focus on colonization centers around Western modes of knowledge
generation and ownership are framed as superior to non-Western modes (Tuhiwai-Smith, 2012). This
includes Western ways of seeing, understanding, and controlling the world. Even though colonization as
a historical phenomenon ended, technology companies are “increasingly colonial in their actions”
(Simmons, 2015), meaning that the way technologies are built, and designed, reinforce asymmetries of
power through global technocapitalist structures. As such, this form of neocolonialism upholds a OWW
system by imposing a monolithic Western vision. Based on our individual experiences as designers and
researchers working with emerging technologies, as well as analysis written by other scholars, we
identify colonialist behaviors in technology as:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Centering Western thought (Escobar, 2018)
Extracting resources (Amrute, 2020)
Re-occupying physical and borderless territories (Martini, 2019)
Enforcing asymmetry in power between the colonizer and the colonized (Schultz, 2018)
Dominating the imagination (Fry, 2017)

To look at the ways colonialism is perpetuated in AR, we must first consider the epistemic roots of AR.
Before becoming a consumer technology, AR was developed in the late 1960s by the American militaryindustrial complex as part of a quest to “augment” vision, as a “heads up display” for fighter pilots
(Kipper & Rampolla, 2013). Thus, AR’s epistemological and functional history includes being used as a
tool to assist imperialism by enforcing power asymmetry between the colonizer, and the colonized.
Aside from heads up displays, AR traces its functional history to that of “computer vision,” which brings
to AR embedded notions of race and gender. “Computer vision” is a cross-disciplinary scientific field,
which seeks to understand how computers can extract knowledge from image data, such as digital
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images, videos or real-time camera feeds (Huang, 1996; Szeliski, 2011). In the 1970’s, a University of
Southern California laboratory funded by DARPA trained the first computer vision algorithm on a photo
of a white “Playboy” model, Lena Söderberg, becoming a standard image used by scientists when
testing, developing and training their own visual processing algorithms (Iozzio, 2016). Algorithms make
inferences based on detected patterns. If the data it is “fed” consists of patriarchal, white images, then
the algorithms developed and data produced are tied to this epistemology (Noble, 2018). The output of
“algorithmic imagination” (Schultz, 2018) is limited by its inputs. Here, we can understand augmented
reality’s technological provenance as centering Western, white, patriarchal narratives and dominating
the imagination by binding algorithmic knowledge production to the extraction of OWW image data.
One reason for this Western centering is that AR development practices are delineated by a narrow
geography and demographic. Neocolonialism is now enacted by technology “knowledge enterprises”
(Dourish, 2012). In other words, concentrated centers of workers create the hardware and software that
shapes our contemporary ontologies and epistemologies. If technologies like AR embody forms of power
and authority (Winner, 1980, p.123), we ask: whose authority and whose power is AR embodying? Who
are its authors within these centers of power, and how is the authoring of such networked technologies
accomplished?
We ask such questions from the position that it is important to recognize the “locatedness of design”
and technology production (Dourish, 2012; Suchman, 2003). Indeed, there is an asymmetry of the
location of AR hardware and software, which is headquartered in North America. These centers of
“innovation” fail to include diverse identities—a conversation that has gained more traction in recent
years (Dishman, 2015; Harrison, 2019). Geographic exclusion dominates imagination by limiting who is
creating AR, defining experiences that shape how we interact, what we may know, and what we
experience in AR.
Another way that AR demonstrates neocolonial behaviors is by deploying GPS (which is also a military
technology, only opened up to public use during the 1990s when accuracy was decreased for public
usage), to reinscribe and reoccupy territories. An outcome of the “internet of things” (IoT) and a form of
ubiquitous computing, AR arose out of the connectedness of the Internet and microprocessor
advancements that enabled network computation to happen anywhere (Liberati, 2014). As a result,
global inequities and material violence of colonial-era decisions are inevitably re-drawn (Sen, 2017),
reoccupying borderless territories. For example, Niantic Labs’ “Pokémon Go” is an augmented reality
game that encourages players to search for and collect digital creatures in various places. While
seemingly harmless, the mechanism of its dissemination belies the asymmetry of technology knowledge
enterprises as distributing products unconstrained by geographic context, overriding pre-existing
meaning authored by past local authors.
Lastly, we share an example of how such knowledge enterprises center white thought and dominate the
imagination by considering artist Huntrezz Janos’ AR face filter “TINSELPOLYCARBONATE,” which was
rejected by Instagram for being “racially suggestive.” Janos1, who identifies as a “trans black womxn”
(Janos, 2020), creates digital media art using augmented reality. For a member of the public to publish
any AR filter on Instagram, their AR filter must first pass “community standards” before being
“approved” by an undisclosed committee, which is speculated to be a combination of humans and
automated agents (Spark AR, 2020). She describes being surprised at the rejection, saying, “I had to
think about it. I am black and the lips on the face (of my AR filter) are enlarged. The lips don’t look like
they’ve been botoxed, the lips are much bigger.” In response, Janos was required to adapt the lips of her
digital AR facial filter avatar to conform to Instagram’s “culturally appropriate” guidelines. This
1

Although Janos was a participant in our co-creative working group, Janos created this AR facial filter on her own.
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exemplifies how the “domination of imagination” in AR centers Western narratives of whiteness,
specifically of North American colonial-settler constructs of administration of race (Smedley & Smedley,
2012). Furthermore, in addition to exhibiting tech companies’ preferences towards whiteness, this
example reveals that it is not just the imagination that is dominated. There are very real restrictions of
opportunities and visibility for people of color and those with marginalized identities within augmented
reality platforms.

Figure 1: The “after” version of Huntrezz Janos’ TINSELPOLYCARBONATE AR Face Filter, which was accepted by Instagram.
Copyright, Huntrezz Janos, 2020.

2. Design Research Approach & Methods
In considering the colonizing and hegemonic lineage of technological thought specific to AR, we are not
assuming an ability to “solve” this. Though we position this design research as entwined with Human
Computer Interaction (HCI), we align with Jeffrey Bardzell & Shaowen Bardzell’s broadening of HCI
through the lenses of critical and feminist theories. We align with moving beyond problem-solving and
efficiency, to center “situated perspectives” and spotlight “qualitative aspects of experience” (Bardzell &
Bardzell, 2018) as a means to reveal “unspoken values” (Bardzell, 2010). Our position here is that a
solutionist approach to “fix” AR would relegate us to a universal design approach, which is oppositional
to our pluriversal design objectives (Grosfoguel, 2011).
Instead of a solutionistic approach, we align with the belief that to overcome modernity we must
reappropriate modern technology through a framework of “renewed epistemologies and epistemes”
(Hui, 2017) within a pluriverse of visions and outcomes. As such, our approach is to bridge design theory
and making. To achieve this goal, we develop a toolkit and engage in reflexivity to show how designers
may decolonize design praxis and making in AR. Our goal is to center ontological relationships while cocreatively exploring decolonizing design approaches through AR. This means considering what
approaches within design practice support or are in conflict with our goals. Thus, we ask, how we can
explore or model approaches for designers wishing to create outside the one-world view? Can we create
plurality by reorienting the way augmented reality is understood and utilized?

2.1. Our Identities
Our identities, personal histories, and geographies influence the conditions of our research. While we
both identify as able-bodied, cis women, our backgrounds and relationships to colonization and the one-
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world view differ. Escobedo’s identity is a first-generation Mexican immigrant in the U.S., brought to
Louisiana as a child of scientists, then moving through academic communities in Oregon and California.
As a half-Libyan and half-American person born and raised in Malta, Sweidan’s identity was shaped by
the experience of bridging three cultures, and being situated within while also external to Western
narratives.

2.2. Decolonizing Program Influences
In reviewing literature around decolonizing as it pertains to design, we were influenced by several essays
written by members of the “Decolonising Design Group,” particularly Ahmed Ansari, Dana Abdullah and
Tristan Schultz. Additionally, Ramon Tejada’s “Decolonizing Design Reader” was an inspiration for
organizing decolonization through digital means, and interviews with Elizabeth (Dori) Tunstall
introduced a design pedagogy that practices respect towards different ways of being and knowing. By no
means a full representation of the complex intricacies of colonization, our aims can be expressed by
building on Ahmed Ansari’s second program of decolonizing design practices (Ansari, 2018), which
include:
1. De-linking from the present world-system.
2. Confronting and overcoming the colonial rupture.
3. The creation of plural design practices that are futurally prescriptive and aim to propose
alternatives to the neocolonial world-system.
To these, we add a fourth concern, specific to creating actionable pathways towards decolonization as it
relates to augmented reality:
4. Renewing the epistemologies and epistemes of augmented reality, to concretely address ways
the affordances of AR may amplify or reinscribe coloniality.

2.3. Creating Pluriversal Design Practices
If we are acknowledging the impact of “Western-minded research,” how does our design research
approach deviate from reinforcing an “imperial imagination”? What tools enable us to address
mechanisms and examples of colonization and encourage pluri-ontologies?
To de-link from the present one-world system, we reject “universal design” principles, the positioning of
people as “users,” and the tenets of Design Thinking. Our position is that these methods are
epistemologically incompatible with decolonizing design and pluriversal design inquiry. Instead, we
acknowledge and align with respectful design as an approach that is compatible with decolonizing
design interests. Respectful design provides a way to uncover patterns as narratives (Schultz, 2018).
Respectful design does not prescribe a set of actions, and instead is an approach that asks the designer
to reflect on their position and consider who and what they are designing for. In other words, like
pluriversal design, respectful design gives space to question relational ontologies.
Additionally, we feel the need to move away from the research-subject relationship and that design
research is primed to clarify and shift ways it may support decolonizing design aims. Thus, we consider
how we may de-link a design research practice, and the role of the researcher from neocolonialism.
Indeed, for the colonized, the notion of “research” is entwined with European colonialism (TuhiwaiSmith, 2012). Our response is to shift to a relationship wherein the participants of our group work are
collaborative contributors. This means we create with participants, and enable space for participants to
have agency as collaborators, “reject[ing] the neat hierarchical distinction between the researcher and
researched with the explicit purpose of empowering the oppressed” (Gutiérrez, 2016, p. 1).
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This co-creative, multi-method approach can be viewed as a form of participatory design and
participatory action research, and an experiment where everybody designs. In choosing to position
ourselves as facilitators and stewards of this research, our intention is to maintain horizontal
engagement, and position this co-creation as a practice of care and kinship (as opposed to “leading” the
group, or taking on an “objective” researcher gaze).
Another concern is how we might liberate and decolonize the imagination with respect to local landbased colonial memory, and in relation to our personal histories to explore our subjectivities. One
approach is through “thinking-feeling” within our local geography, discussing and acknowledging Los
Angeles as a historically colonized space, and highlighting the historical traditional Gabrielino-Tongva
tribe as the caretakers of the Los Angeles basin. This situatedness means that the land is an active actor
in how site-specific work is formed. Further, in highlighting this tribe, we can acknowledge pre-colonial
history and choose an alternate past or "beginning," which we believe gives more space around the act
of creating alternate futures. We align with Arturo Escobar and Juanita Sundberg’s usage of the
learnings offered by the Zapatistas, and ask how we open ourselves to conversing with and walking
alongside other epistemic worlds. Building upon contributions to participatory action research, we
consider the work of Caitlin Cahill and the politics of location in order to contribute to understanding
spatial praxis. We engage in field research, in our local geography of Los Angeles to engage with the
psychogeography of past histories of oppression.

2.4. Renewing AR Epistemes
The first step to decolonizing AR is to de-link from AR’s hegemonic history and outline an alternate
lineage. De-linking AR from the OWW and reconstructing a lineage of AR results in a more expansive
understanding of how we may “augment” ways of knowing or being (and allows us to question the
impulse of “augmenting” at all).
One approach to de-linking from modernist definitions of “technology” is to re-link to broader, premodern knowledge systems. In lieu of tracing AR’s history to the invention of head’s up displays for
military pilots, we look to a prehistoric technology—sailing telltales. A sailing tell-tale is a small piece of
fabric attached to a sail and is used to help read wind patterns (Loory & Torrey). We can view a sailing
telltale as an “augmentation” of a sail, which translates wind energy into legible information. Another
pre-digital example of how humans have “augmented” knowledge is the harnessing of animalistic
knowledge. Examples of this include sheep herding, dogs trained to detect smells and canaries used in
mines. These examples lead us to consider other forms of knowing, which do not necessarily privilege
the sense of sight, which an overwhelming majority of AR experiences focus on (and to a lesser degree,
sound).
Apart from re-linking to plural knowledge systems, and re-thinking ways of knowing and being that we
are designing for, we must consider the overall operation of “augmentation” as ontologically additive,
and consider whether there are other starting points we may want to design from. A growing cadre of
artists are critically pushing back on the one-world narrative by rejecting the supposition of authoring a
singular “reality” as implied in augmented reality’s nomenclature. From “un-reality” (Syjuco, 2018), to
“actual reality” (Steyerl, 2019), these AR works ask us to consider whose reality we are designing for.
Critical mobile AR prototype “PLANNAR” uses long-term resident-inspired 3D assets to include lowincome immigrant voices in the authoring of their neighborhoods (Escobedo, 2019). It poses the
question: might AR position neighborhoods in transition as a potential space of civic engagement in reimagining a new form of communal authoring?
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2.5. A Framework of AR Affordances
In considering a “renewed episteme” of AR, we wish to highlight ways we may critique the technical
affordances of augmented reality that enact the OWW. Our position is not that technology is
deterministic, but that the affordances themselves may be informed by neocolonial OWW epistemes.
We are critical of technooptimistic and technodeterministic ideology and approaches2. Instead, we see
identifying affordances as another counter move which bridges epistemic considerations with design
practice. While some of AR’s affordances may lend themselves more easily to the realization or
conditions of a pluriverse, other affordances are frequently used asymmetrically, to extend the OWW
vision. Thus, as a continuation of the de-linking process, we identify four ways AR works for or against
the pluriverse:
Spatial (and temporal) reconceptualization, and placing data in situ, offers another tool for anchoring
data to place, and a layering, shifting or reworking of temporal and spatial relationality. As such, AR can
hold a plural testimony and a multi-temporal performance or documentation of activity as tied to place.
The “persistent nature” of AR means that an action or an event can exist on site regardless of when it
was enacted. Additionally, this affords the ability to “re-mix” or reconfigure events and actions in
relation to each other, and in relation to place.
We consider the shared occupation of space. In the “real world” physical objects can exclude other
objects from occupying the same space (meaning if you put a big table in a room, then it is occupying a
space that another table cannot). However, in AR, virtual objects (and other data) can be tied to physical
location regardless of whether the location is already inhabited in the real world (Liao, 2012). This
means that AR affords a "non-exclusive space,” moving beyond the conceptualization of physical space
as exclusive (Lens-Fitzgerald, 2011).
We also consider AR’s enablement of authoring for proximal or distant spaces, or the placement of
virtual material (data, objects) in any location, whether close or far. This affordance can work either in
favor of or against neocolonialism. Our interest is in assessing how the ability to geolocate works in
locations out of one’s reach, might facilitate plurality and enable interventions and inversions of the
colonial fissure, as access to centers of power or inaccessible locations may become accessible through
AR.
Finally, we highlight social collaboration and authoring in AR. These temporal and spatial (geolocative)
affordances offer new opportunities for collaborations, co-creative, communal authoring and coexistence. This means that AR affords the opportunity for a “call and response” that can be stretched
out over time, offer a spatial layering, and thus afford expressions which can realize a new imagination
of ideas or experiences.

3. Process and Analysis
3.1 Design Participants
Our four-month, seven-session co-creative group was supported by NAVEL, a non-profit arts and cultural
organization in Los Angeles. The ASSEMBLIES program supports experimental learning groups through
an open call (NAVEL, 2020). ASSEMBLIES, as a platform, gives full autonomy to research groups accepted
into the program. In being accepted into ASSEMBLIES, we were given access to NAVEL’s large 25,000
2

Technodeterminism assumes one center can design for and “solve” the problems of all other centers, reinforcing
colonial asymmetries. Secondly, if we accept technodeterministic assumptions, we are relegating ourselves to a
loss of agency.
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square foot facility, located in downtown Los Angeles, to host our meetings and workshops. Based on
NAVEL’s most recent community survey, 64% identify as LGBTQIA+, and 82.8% are between the ages of
25-44. In terms of race, 36.3% identify as Black, Indigenous and/or People of Color (BIPOC) and 61% as
White. These demographics reflect our group’s demographics.
We recruited participants for our “Decolonizing Augmented Reality” group through a call publicized by
NAVEL. Nine community members responded and eight participants participated through the end of our
seven-session program. Each brought individual identities, interests and practices to this research. For
example, Lilyan Kris was a co-facilitator as part of our final workshop, and brought their experience of
creating “Speculative Camera Filters” (Kris, 2019), a body of work (including workshops) which offers
accessible ways of “hacking” augmented reality. The other eight participants include: Elisabeth Asher,
Siheun Kim, Huntress Janos, Maxwell Josephson, Evan Stalker, Maxwell Chen, Megan Daalder, and one
additional participant who wishes to be anonymous. We also point to the situatedness of our thoughts
and making as influenced by our colonial history, and acknowledge the Gabrielino/Tongva peoples as
the traditional land caretakers of Los Angeles (Greene & Curwen, 2019), where this research took place.

3.2 Design Program

Figure 2: Outline of our program

Under the heading of “Decolonizing Augmented Reality,” we created a program to bridge theory with
co-creative making in AR (which audiences can read in our public document on
https://decolonizingar.design/). In the first three meetings, we reflected on a selection of readings to
interrogate colonialism and decolonization strategies from the perspectives of design, anthropology,
ontology, and feminist geography. Some questions which framed these sessions include: “What is the
logic of de-colonization and modernity?”, “What is a design pluriverse?”, “What is critical geography,
and how might this relate to AR?”, and “What are our personal identities, histories and values as we
think through how to decolonize AR?”.
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Figure 3: Our sketch diagramming the seven-session group learning, moving from theory to making

In the fourth meeting, we engaged in affinity mapping to synthesize our thoughts from these reading
discussions. Affinity mapping helped us map concepts and questions from the first three reading
discussions and revealed collective gaps and further questions in the topics of land rights, body and
geopolitics, among others.

Figure 4: In-person documentation of the affinity mapping
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Figure 5: A digitized version of our affinity mapping synthesis.

In the final three meetings, we moved into critical making (Ratto, 2008), and spatial intervention
workshops. “Making” included writing, counter mapping, sketching and low fidelity prototyping. As
facilitators we found ourselves de-emphasizing the software, so that the technology was not the leading
concern and the technical process did not exclude any participants.
In outlining the design process, we acknowledged “knowns” and “unknowns.” One example of an
acknowledged “unknown” is that we were unsure what insights or learning points the group would
focus on, and how this would inform the transitional “bridge” between theory and making. Another was
that we were unsure exactly what kind of output the prototyping would result in. An example of a
“known” is our goal to intersect decolonizing design ideas with critical spatial theory and praxis. This was
important to us and informed our selection of a Doreen Massey text, and our desire to engage in field
research (in the form of critical walking tour), and finally, embodied prototyping (through a performance
prompt in our final workshop).
Acknowledging designers and design collectives which engage in open knowledge archives or peer-topeer resource development, including Ramon Tejada’s “Decolonizing Design Reader,” the Decolonising
Design Group, and Beatrice Martini’s blog, our intention was to share a guide of our design process as an
artifact and learning tool with the participants and host organization (NAVEL), and also, to make
pluriversal design more broadly available to a community of designers, educators, and technologists
interested in decolonizing design for augmented reality.
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3.3 Field Research: Critical Walking Tour

Figure 6: Photos documenting our critical walking tour

To further prepare for moving from theory to making, we engaged in a form of critical spatial praxis and
addressed the specificities of local history. We did this to ground the spatialized affordances of AR, with
a critical geographic approach, and also because our participants voiced a desire to encounter Los
Angeles’ colonial past. To serve these aims, we followed Ken Gonzalez-Day’s “Lynching in the West: Los
Angeles Downtown Walking Tour” (Gonzalez-Day, 2006). This allowed us to consider historic data as
linked to place, to encounter a “colonial rupture,” and explore the psychogeography of downtown Los
Angeles and Chinatown. This experience also supported our broader goal of decolonizing our
imagination in spatialized form, at the city scale. This tour, and conversations it generated, allowed us as
a group to speculate and verbally ideate on ways of connecting the past, present, and future histories in
an AR mediated space.

3.4 Making: Cosmology Toolkit
In the fifth and sixth meetings we turned inwards to facilitate reflection on what one’s cosmology might
be. The purpose of this exercise was to bring our questions around decolonization, into conversation
with our subjective conceptualizations of the universe. In doing so, we drew from Arturo Escobar’s
definition of a “cosmology” as constituting a broad spectrum of knowledge, which is inclusive of historic
and scientific knowledge, and also of ancestral and spiritual knowledge (Escobar, 2016).
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Figure 7: Our first cosmology exercise meeting (left), example of a personal cosmology sketch (right)

To facilitate making for both designer and non-designers, we focused on transposing this definition of a
cosmology into an exercise, to “decolonize the mind” (Tunstall, 2019) and to offer a generative starting
point. We named this exercise of reflecting and mapping one’s personal cosmology, a “Cosmology
Toolkit.” We chose the term toolkit because of its usage in the co-designing process as a means to
support ideas and imagine different scenarios, and also because toolkits help designers generate
artifacts (Sanders & Stappers, 2014). This “Cosmology Toolkit” included a set of prompts and images
which exemplified other cosmologies and epistemologies including the Mayan cosmology, Hinduism,
and Magic Leap’s diagram of the Metaverse. The prompts included questions of thinking-feeling,
ancestry, memories, rhythms and rituals.
We acknowledge that exploring a cosmology is complex work, which can take years or a lifetime to
understand. Our brief exercise was not framed as “completing” the labor of encountering one’s (or
another’s) cosmology, nor is this exercise “teaching” what a specific cosmology is. Instead, this exercise
offers a starting point for the participant to begin encountering, sensing, and reflecting on what their
personal cosmology consists of.

Figure 8: Reference cosmologies which we shared during our “Cosmology Toolkit” exercise
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In reflecting on our approach, this “Cosmology Toolkit” fulfills our intent to design from the position of
pluriversality. Firstly, the toolkit is inclusive of participants’ varying epistemes, mental models, emotions,
histories, and cognition styles. Secondly, participants are all invited to work through this exercise
without any evaluative pressures commonly found in Western hegemonic spaces. Participating does not
require communicative effectiveness, meaning that apart from checking in with their workshop partner,
there is no summary or report on the outcome of this cosmology exercise. During our workshop, many
participants created maps, sketches, and diagrams. They also orally communicated their cosmology to
their partner, though none of these were completely legible.
As an exercise, the “Cosmology Toolkit” is generative, and embraces one’s subjectivity, and does not
require their thinking-feeling to fit into one instrument. This process of engaging in an idiosyncratic and
non-extractive starting point, pushes back against prescriptive design thinking methods, which binds the
research subject to a position of expressing knowledge for another authority’s extraction (Kimbell,
2015). Furthermore, this process pushes back against centralized communication and prescribed
interaction, which are normalized within technology platforms, including AR. During the “Cosmology
Toolkit,” participants communicate with each other (peer-to-peer interaction), using their own
conventions and modes of expression. The “Cosmology Toolkit” allowed us to give attention to
qualitative aspects of our being and knowing, and afforded us time to formulate a situated perspective
(Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983; Collins, 1990). In summary, the point of the “Cosmology Toolkit” as an
exercise is to engage in the process of formulating our own cosmological de-linking, and of encountering
our epistemic constructs and ontological positions, an important precursor to “decolonial making” and
prototyping a pluriverse.

3.5 Performing “blips” of our cosmologies
In this final workshop, we were asked to bring in “evocative objects” (Turkle, 2011) to support our
thinking and making. After individually reflecting on and formulating our personal cosmologies, we
began to brainstorm ways our cosmologies could be performed and recorded, in pairs. We were asked
to create and perform a “blip” (a moment or snapshot) from our cosmology, and to document this with
a smartphone. We were invited to utilize our bodies and/or any of the “evocative objects” we brought
with us, to perform a moment from our cosmology.
This stage of making was framed as “performing,” for its potential to reconstitute political and
ontological space. While we acknowledge that the definition and concept of performance is contested
(Gallie, 1964), because what it means and does varies among different people “perform” as a directive
and design approach felt suited to our aims because performance offers a way of understanding how
humans form culture, affect power and “reinvent their ways of being in the world” (Madison & Hamera,
2005). In other words, performance facilitates insights into ways of being and ways of knowing. Another
reason we intentionally selected “perform” as a prompt for the final workshop, was because it seemed
less technical (and thus less exclusionary to participants without design or AR-specific know-how),
compared to asking participants to “prototype.”
The making in this final workshop began with participants’ cosmology, then moved into embodied
making (to create our video recorded “blips”), allowing us to engage in liberating play as a way to
prototype. In approaching the making through an embodied method, our aim was to embrace mindbody ontologies. This design approach supports the intent to decolonize our imaginations (Ansari, 2018;
Schultz, 2017) and also facilitate moving from theory to design, through a more relational and less linear
approach.
We prompted participants to work in pairs to facilitate brainstorming and to also make sure that
participants had a partner to assist recording each other's performances (or “blips”). The emphasis on
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performing or expressing a “blip,” led to various forms of embodied prototyping. After the performances
were recorded on smartphones, the participants shared videos with a facilitator. Using Torch AR (a free
but proprietary AR tool), we placed these videos in the space, virtually. We anchored these
performances to the same location in which they were initially enacted, thus we located these recorded
performances in situ via AR.

Figure 9: Participants in pairs, performing their cosmologies and engaging in embodied making

The final videos evidenced a range of impulses, including layering, hiding, enacting, translating and
demonstrating. Half of the participants used their bodies as the central subject of their “blips” (using
props like plants, tape, and dousing themself in water). Others used their ‘‘evocative objects” as the
main subject for their video. Some participants co-authored their outputs, and others authored them
distinctly from their partners. In terms of the subject matter of the “blips,” there was a range in
expression from those that were narrative and linear, to those that were symbolic and abstracted. Of
the more “legible” narratives, we observed behaviors including hiding the body with the use of
objects/environment, re-enactment of an ancestral colonial fissure, and a physical representation of an
aspiration. Participants spoke about ways their performances were made with the intent to liberate
themselves from OWW constructs including relationships to the natural world, money and labor.
Participants who authored abstract narratives created multiple mise-en-scène, played with the
capturing of a scene from multiple angles, and reconstructed aspects of the space through multiple
views or many versions of the same time.
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3.6 Creating our micro-pluriverse in AR
The final step in this last workshop was to gather all the videos of these performances, and place them
in situ in AR. We centered our workflow on this affordance, and located visual data (looped video clips),
anchored in space. We felt that utilizing this aspect of AR was best suited to our desire to rapidly
prototype, because it seemed conceptually and technically flexible and accessible, while simultaneously
offering the most narrative potential. Furthermore, this affordance allows AR to hold subjective space,
plural testimony and a multi-temporality of place. In this way, our goal was to leverage this ability to
recompose political identities, narratives or experiences of place.
During the workshop, some participants explored this affordance as part of their prototyping process.
One pair, Lilyan Kris and Huntrezz Janos, worked abstractly with the materials of reflective surfaces, to
create composites and multi-temporal, triptych-like arrangements in AR. Their experimental, non-linear
approach to creating work in situ, involved layering and additively “re-mixing” each other’s outputs.
During the group discussion, participants began to juxtapose another pair’s AR video with their own,
taking turns drawing connections by experimenting with positioning and rotating the videos in different
angles, as shown in Figure 10.
To make the infinite scale of the pluriverse more tangible and personal in our making, we focused on
mapping a “micro-pluriverse,” placing all eight videos altogether, in one AR space. Using local wi-fi, each
pair transferred the video data of their performance to the facilitator’s personal iPad. Then the
facilitator imported the video assets into Torch AR. Each pair was given the chance to physically drag
their own videos in the AR software interface, and place their video at their preferred spot, and angle.

Figure 10: Placing videos in AR
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Figure 11: Performances placed in situ in AR

Figure 12: Final presentations and group critiques of the micro-pluriverse

Finally, to experience our micro-pluriverse, we walked through the space, and with this same iPad,
“viewed” each performed “blip” (as located in situ via the AR app, Torch AR). The micro-pluriverse was
presented and experienced as a group. Together, we moved from spot to spot, each pair taking turns
presenting their AR work. Additionally, the tool we used (TorchAR), retained the audio data. As a result,
many of the documented performances (accidentally) included diegetic sounds, which created an
enigmatic and further spatialized experience. Some participants narrated/explained their performance
in situ, while others “re-performed” relationships explored through their objects and AR “bodies” for the
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rest of the participants to observe. These “re-performances” opened up questions and provocations
around the ontological effects of layering, and temporal play which AR can facilitate.

Figure 13: A representation of our AR micro-pluriverse (transposed for the format of a remote conference presentation). Sharing
our micro-pluriverse here has resulted in the unfortunate effect of flattening the prototype from its richly spatialized, in situ
format, to a two-dimensional representation.

4. Conclusion
4.1 Towards an AR Plurivocality
To embark on the project of decolonizing AR, we built on the work of practitioners and educators
already engaging in decolonizing design, as well as emerging scholars in and outside of traditional design
education spaces to co-create a program attended by 10 participants over 8 weeks. Our primary goal
was to bridge decolonization theory with design practice by de-linking AR from the OWW and renewing
AR’s episteme through a program of exercises that included embodied and critical spatial praxis.
Additionally, we developed our own framework for AR affordances as intersecting with decolonial
epistemes and ontologies, examining how AR’s affordances may be leveraged to invert or push back
against OWW asymmetries.
Our program moves from theory to making and includes embodied, critical spatial praxis to account for
the situatedness of pluriversal design, where participants engage with local colonial ruptures to
speculate and verbally ideate on ways of connecting the past, present, and future histories in an AR
mediated space. These weekly group encounters informed our final co-creative toolkit and workshop
approach to prototype a micro-pluriverse. We developed a generative tool which we call a “Cosmology
Toolkit” for designers and non-designers, as an introduction to practicing ways we may decolonize our
epistemes and embrace subjective cosmological views. Though this exercise was only a very brief
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introduction to the idea of cosmologies, it was generative and primes participants for embodied and
performative making. We used this toolkit during our final workshop to perform and co-create personal
cosmologies (including engaging with evocative objects, the body, storytelling, and diegetic sounds). The
various forms in which participants narrated and performed their cosmologies in situ left us with further
considerations around the ontological effects of layering different media.
Overall, these preliminary experiments in approach and prototyping revealed to us that in situ
performance and intervention have the potential to recompose temporal and spatial relationality on a
communal and individual level. Our micro-pluriverse achieved the facilitation of a communal approach
that embraces multiple ontologies to co-exist relationally, and dimensionally in situ, central to the
theories laid out by Escobar’s notion of the pluriverse. Upon further reflection, we are particularly
excited about AR’s ability to hold a shared occupation of space, and its potential to push back against
neocolonial asymmetries through (resistant and emergent) occupations (or reconceptualizations) of
place. We wish to underscore how this affordance may enable a recomposing of (colonially fractured)
place, making tangible the notion that one location can be “occupied” by infinite perspectives,
imaginations and agendas, holding co-existing multiple layers of meaning–a key to understanding the
dynamic possibilities of plurivocality and our goal to prototype a “micro-pluriverse.”
Through our design approach, we have prototyped a pluriverse in AR, contributing to the linkage
between decolonial theory and design practice, to bridge decolonizing design theory to practice and to
help designers in transforming the world. As such, we have begun the work of probing how a communal
approach to decolonizing augmented reality makes possible a renewed understanding of ontological
relationality, with its affordances converging multiple subjects, people, and geographies in virtual space.
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Making and producing traditions have been in a state of change with the emergence of
digital media that creates knowledge sharing platforms affecting the conventional
pathways. With a focus on embroidery activity, this paper seeks the dynamics of domestic
craft-making under the influence of digitalization culture and aims to reveal the change
of traditional practices and approaches fostered through social media platforms. To
understand the potential of social media platforms, an empirical study was conducted
with forty-two Turkish craftspeople engaging in embroidery with particular open-ended
and sample-based questions. The findings show that the use of social media triggers the
creativity of homemakers that affect the originality of the end product. Besides, social
media shifts the inspiration source for homemaking from traditional to digital that
overcomes the constraint of conventional craft-making methods. It has also changed the
form of social interaction between makers, makers and customers through the
emergence of new online communities and expanded the limits of embroidery making
activity by transforming hobbyists into makers and producers. Briefly, social media
decentralizes traditional making through the cultivation of new craft techniques and
redefines the identity of domestic makers.
Social media platforms; domestic craft-making; embroidery; Turkish craft

1. Introduction
Material culture consists of artifacts that have been made, modified, and utilized in a particular era and
geography. These artifacts, which surround the daily lives of people, intertwine the individuals and
cultural values of the society (Bronner, 1986). They are spread over a wide spectrum from large-scale
public constructions to homemade products. Artifacts in this wide scope reflect the lifestyles, beliefs,
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

and worldviews of the communities in which they are produced. In a sense, material culture is a concept
containing both socio-economic and cultural aspects that reflect the behavior and thoughts of people.
These tangible things embody the abstract value of social and intellectual relations within a culture; they
have the feature of “speaking” as cultural values (Sarıtaş, 2019).
At this point, it is necessary to distinguish culture-specific homemade artifacts, which are the most
important representations of material heritage (Kayabaşı & Yanar, 2013), from mass-produced goods.
Initially, the place where making or production process goes into division, and homemaking activities are
associated with the domesticity. The labor of domestic making, that is work for no pay, seems like a
“soft” workforce and underrated practice. Because the political view of the sphere creates a hierarchical
relationship between the public and the domestic spheres, the separation of those lets the production
of gender inequality (Hallows, 2008). This duality attributes particular gender roles; the public identifies
the men and the private/domestic setting indicates the women (Matteson, 2014). Thus, domestic
making activity represents a particular notion of femininity, and homemade craft is seen as a woman’s
work (Divatia & Patel, 2017).
Besides, the domestic setting divides the identity of amateur homemaker and professional producer
with the aim and the amount of production. Mass production aims to commercial earning so has a large
manufacturing capacity depending on mechanical power; that represents the professionality. Yet,
domestic production based on hands-on activities is very limited due to the low speed of making and the
outputs that do not provide sufficient income or even profit. Thus, domestic making activities seem like
amateur works. This underestimation of domestic production and artifacts not only comes due to its
comparison with mass and machine production but also from the hierarchical division of applied arts
and crafts within itself. For instance, “low crafts” (Kenning, 2015) or “general crafts” are dissociated
from “studio crafts” (Weida, 2014). Here, low and general crafts representing the domestic craft-based
activities do not have a training background, so they are evaluated as the interest of a hobbyist. Herein,
domestic craft production is challenged by its simple requirements of equipment and material (Weida,
2014) compared to the larger scaled needs of atelier-based craft-making.
On the other hand, domestic craft-making follows prescribed production techniques and recreates the
existing designs and patterns (Weida, 2014). Thus, the process and outputs of domestic craft confer as
non-creative activity as against the applied arts (Kenning, 2015) that require a special fine art education,
skill-set, also intellectual and artistic approach. Domestic craft-making is associated with the
underestimated soft work of domesticity, unlike the reputation of hard labor or artistry. Thus, the
identity and produced artifacts of a homemaker carry an amateur spirit rather than a professional and
artistic taste or a designer label.
In conclusion, the literature emphasizes the underestimation of the art of textile handicraft because of
its identification with femininity and women-oriented labor by mainstream society (Chansky, 2010).
However, today, many researchers emphasize that the misperception about domestic craft-making is
changing (Kenning, 2015). As opposed to popular belief, domestic craft-making requires considerable
time, thinking, and skillset so “has value as a potential art form” (Groeneveld, 2016). Domestic craftmaking, which contains imaginary thinking and reflection, is a meaning-making activity so holds an
innovation potential and “creative literacy” of practitioners (Kenning, 2015; Talwar, 2018). With the rise
of third-wave feminism, craft movements and domestic mastership of women gain a respect and trade
potential of creativity (Chansky, 2010) through the development of technology and digitalization.
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2. Domestic craft-making
Domestic crafts or handicrafts are people's efforts to qualify the raw materials to meet their own needs
(Kayabaşı & Yanar, 2013). Domestic craft-making contains numerous activities; such as wood painting,
candle making, jewelry making, sewing, embroidery, knitting, quilting, and crocheting, that are the daily
normal of homemakers, especially women (Weida, 2014; Talwar, 2018).
As distinct from the atelier and industry, the sorts of domestic craft production mostly rely on physical
efforts. But, both physical and mental activities intertwine during the craft practices (Hallow, 2008).
Craft-making activity tracks the “procedural memory” (Weida, 2014) and experiential knowledge
(Niedderer & Townsend, 2014). Procedural memory, here, is fostered by previous experiences of the
maker with the material, craft techniques, and tools, besides the culture and tradition.
Especially, the production techniques and used ornaments for textile-based crafts, such as embroidery
and knitting, depend on cultural accumulation. Because it both creates and consists of indigenous and
collective craft knowledge, pathways, and procedures. However, these making and producing traditions
have been in a state of a change with the emergence of digital media that creates knowledge sharing
platforms affecting the conventional pathways through empower domestic makers to access, modify,
and develop new crafting methods and practices. In this paper, we will follow the impacts of
digitalization culture on domestic craft-making, within the context of Turkey.

2.1. Motivations of domestic craft-making
Domestic craft-making activities include different motivation levels. Initially, home crafts could have an
aesthetic way for personal expression (Edwards, 2006). Because domestic crafts are not just produced to
fill needs. They also have a potential for home decoration and personalization, that contain complex
correlations within the home and its members (Hallows, 2008). Decorating and homemaking, that carry
the meaning attribution and identification of their makers. Here, domestic production relying on Do-ItYourself (DIY) techniques is the meaning attribution and value creation practices of the maker (Edwards,
2006; Divatia & Patel, 2017). However, the meaning and experience of home are also re-produced
through domestic consumption practices (Hollows, 2008). Thus, unlike industrial production, domestic
craft-making is a significant intersection of producing and consuming activities at one point (Divatia &
Patel, 2017).
Moreover, handicrafts could be a practice of spending leisure time via a routine practice (Edwards,
2006; Kayabaşı & Yanar, 2013). Here, craft-making practices seem like a hobby and not contain an
economic value. Yet, another motivation is that home crafts could be seen as the assignments of
homemakers for financial gain (Edward, 2006). Despite providing small income, the surplus of
handicrafts is put up for sale to provide additional economic support for households (Kayabaşı & Yanar,
2013). Thus, today in the age of technology, the individual enterprises for craft sales and branding are
increasing through the potential and the impact of digitalization.
Besides, local craft practices and re-branding of handicrafts, which are promoted for rural development,
regional economy, and tourism, are also highly valued by governments and regional authorities (Aktaş,
Veryeri Alaca & Gürel, 2019). The trade of handicrafts may constitute local communities and develops
the practices of social design, that challenge the euro-centric view of rationality and individuality,
through the “culturally-specific knowledge” and material heritage (Escobar, 2012; Kang, 2016). Thus, the
inconsiderable financial impact and amateur taste of handicraft sales may gain an artistic and
indigenous value at a broader scale.
Besides, the craft-making practice has an invisible relation with health and well-being. The makers are
influenced by the satisfying and therapeutic way of making, which is associated with calming,
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meditating, and relieving states (Maidment et al., 2015; Gustafsson, 2019). On the other hand, craft
communities may generate a form of healing and recovery for some inquired people. The studies show
that the self-expression potential of craft helps people to heal their traumatic experiences through
sharing, producing, and defining their statements (Maidment et al., 2015).

3. Domestic handicrafts in Turkish Culture
In Turkish culture, domestic handicrafts are the most significant pieces of dowry tradition. Dowry is a
trousseau of engaged women and includes different handmade belongings, such as embroidery,
knitting, needlework, patchwork, and crewelwork. These pieces are produced by the engaged one and
her relatives. Thus, these dowry products, which are carriers of whole artistic and cultural values, also
convey the feelings, thoughts, skills, and tastes of the owner/maker (Nas, 2018).
For Turkish people, handicrafts testify to the age, period, and events in which they lived and were
produced (Onuk, 2017). They are transferred to and used by the next generations. Thus, domestic craft
practices, which are women-centric and regarded as women's art, have a feature of connecting women
from different generations and providing the transfer of domestic craft tradition through the embodied
artifacts (Chansky, 2010).
Crafts are gathering women and generating domestic or local craft communities (Hallow, 2008). Because
craft is an agent that is generally discussed and practiced within a social context (Weida, 2014). In craft
communities, there is an encouragement for sharing personal craft knowledge and “mutual exchanges”
between the makers (Sennett, 2008). In contrast with today’s domination of Euro-modernity, that
appreciate individualism and agonism, the communal sharing and collaborative productions are fostered
by craft groups (Escobar; 2012, Weida, 2014).
In Turkey, women who do not know each other come together in handicraft training courses that
cultivate communities and interactions. These places are the “communities of practice, in which
practitioners of shared interest gather together to practice, and create an informal learning
environment” (p. 57). Thus, these communities redefine domesticity and reshape craft practices in the
public realm (Taşdizen, 2017). Alike handicraft courses, Talwar (2018) mentioned a design course, in
which members engage in textile handicrafts like sewing, embroidery, knitting, and crocheting, as a
“collective and community-based form of practice” (p. 18). These spaces, which contain new
encounters, conversation, and collaboration have also a therapeutic potential for the community
members. On the other hand, these collaborative making processes provide collective knowledge
creation and transfer between the practitioners.
Besides, these collective craft activities also happen in domestic sessions. Turkish women come together
with their relatives, friends, or neighbors at the traditional meetings called the “golden day”, which are
regularly and respectively arranged at participants’ homes. In these meetings, women socialize, eat
together or play games, at the same time they perform handicraft activities (Büyükokutan, 2012), which
are especially knitting and embroidery. These meetings may turn into collective sessions where women
talk about their products and making processes, help others, give their tips and techniques, moreover
share and exchange their patterns.
Craft communities and the social practice of domestic making altered through mass media. The modern
discourse of commercial craft magazines reformed domestic craft-making “as a modern activity and the
housewife as an agent of modernity” (Hackney, 2006). Thus, in traditional societies, like Turkey, women
went towards to utilize new household appliances, like sewing machines, as an image of modern living
and home (Tanglay, 2007). In this way, the social practice of craft lost its crucial place.
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On the other hand, craft magazines published craft techniques, tips, readymade templates, patterns,
and step-by-step instructions of different women (Weida, 2014; Groeneveld, 2016). Thus, a new
interaction platform was created among the homemakers, both written and visual. In this way, a new
kind of sharing practice was cultivated through “valuing crafting and showcasing readers’ own crafts”
that enables a “relationship to texts, to crafts, and to community” thus creates “a sense of discursive
solidarity” (Groeneveld, 2016, 129).
In other respects, numerous TV shows on handicrafts activities are popularized in Turkey. Craft activities
in these shows are taken place in a pseudo-domestic environment; hosts, makers, and guests perform
craft ideas, discuss and try them in constant repetition. They also give the audience practical knowledge,
idea, advice, tips about handicrafts also share reformed patterns and procedural directions (Erim &
Emgin, 2013). Thus, these live performances give audiences an opportunity to learning by watching like
in a craft group. But here, the audience or domestic homemaker is a passive participant in the social
practice of making because of the one-way communication and knowledge acquisition and sharing.
In conclusion, these sources reshaped the base of openness, participation, and commune of domestic
craft-making in a different way. Besides, today, craft communities and the social practice of domestic
making are affected by digitalization.

4. Embroidery in Turkish Culture
This study is limited to embroidery practice and its techniques that are frequently encountered in
Turkish culture. Embroidery, which is one of the significant and ancient Turkish decorative art, is a
simple needle technique made on felt, leather, woven fabric by using threads (Sürür, 1976; Barışta,
1998, Özmen, 2012). Embroidery, mostly known as cross-stitch and needlework, is cross sewing
application of the thread (Can, 2017). The techniques used in Turkish embroidery are quite varied; such
as beadwork, cross needle, chain stitch, needle lace, hemstitch…etc. (Göksel & Kutlu, 2006). The
embroidery technique is defined by the movements of the needle-attached thread above and below the
fabric (Barışta, 1998).
Embroidery, which is believed to be of Asian and Egyptian origin, included in Anatolia and was
reinterpreted under the influence of Islamic religion and Ottoman culture (Sürür, 1976). Moreover,
cross-stitch became spread and used as the most common needle technique in Anatolian Turkish
embroidery by the 20th century. Cross-stitch has been used in many civilizations before. Today, it is still
being used. Cross-stitch is one of the frequently used methods that reflect the lifestyle, values, and
feelings of the society in which it is used. Thus, the way and area of use also the meanings differ from
each other (Taştepe & Horoz, 2019).
The color, motif, and material are indigenous features of culture-specific handicrafts (Varol & Ertürk,
2016). Especially the motifs used in cross-stitch represent the living, economy, religion, belief, and
culture of societies. Thus, handicrafts contain the cultural, social, and economic values of the
communities and regions in which they are produced (Taştepe & Horoz, 2019).
In Europe, the first cross stitch patterns consisted of religious symbols, alphabets, and numbers (Can,
2017). Yet, the sacred and iconic animal motives are weaved in the Indian Peninsula and Asia. On the
other hand, in Turkish culture, used motifs generally base on the figures belong to nature, representing
organic forms through geometric stylizations (Taştepe & Horoz, 2019). These products that are based on
the art of decoration, have combined nature and traditional culture, (Can, 2017) and have integrated
aesthetics and usefulness.
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Embroidery and its techniques are frequently encountered in Turkish culture, especially in the dowry of
young girls and married women and in the wooden cases of the elderly (Nas, 2012). In old examples,
embroidery applied to textiles to enrich their quality, like garments. Although new areas of the
application still maintain their use-value, they have turned into objects that are mostly produced for
decorative purposes; such as, napkins, boards, prayer rugs, or children and baby goods (Can, 2017).
With the migration, the people moved their local techniques and motifs to other countries and affected
the practices there. Their practices are also influenced by the approaches of new cultures, too (Taştepe
& Horoz, 2019). Today, we see similar engagement between different approaches, techniques, and
motifs which is a result of digital interaction and the accessibility of open sources.
Besides, Turkish textile handicrafts have a particular language in society with both form and decoration
features. Because the production technique and colors have special meanings and stories (Nas, 2018).
Besides, the motifs are interpreted considering the local languages (Can, 2017). Thus, ornaments, used
colors or production techniques of embroidery, which contain certain names, meanings, and values had
been seen as the non-verbal speech.
For instance, according to old traditions, the women who were recently married had not easily
expressed her thoughts at home. She conveys a message to her mother-in-law with a particular pattern
she embroidered, or she embroiders the shapes believed to bring luck in the spiritual sense (Onuk,
2017).

5. Blurred boundaries between hardware and software worlds with the emerge
of digital media
As McLuhan’s famous statement “the medium is the message” asserts (McLuhan, 1967), the arrival of a
new medium consequently affects our daily lives, not only by its content; but also, by re-defining the
ways of experiencing our lives. Web 2.0 with its existence had played a significant role in transforming
offline real-world activities participating as a tool to communicate with creating networks (Gauntlett,
2013). Web 2.0 encourages viewers to produce and evaluate its content; a platform that is structured by
“users and for users” (O’Reilly, 2005); a “co-creative” platform that offers assistance, engagement, and
experience rather than just communication (Russo & Watkins, 2007).
The offspring of Web 2.0, social media is defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on
the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of
user-generated content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). With offering easy-to-use online tools and
mediums, Web 2.0 enables people to “learn about and from each other, to collaborate and share
resources”. The shift from “networked communication to platformed sociality, and from participatory
culture to a culture of connectivity” (Van Dijck, 2013) had occurred in record time. Consequently,
interactivity that is independent of location supported by social media platforms brought a genuine
perspective on “to what people do with, and can get from their electronic media” (Gauntlett, 2013).
Additively it also brought a new perspective on what people do with their practices, and with each
other; and to what can get from each other through diverse ways of communicating and collaborating
that are offered. In the context of capabilities and possibilities presented by social media and its tools,
social media can be identified as cool media according to McLuhan's categorization: “Cool media are
high in participation or completion by audience. Cool media includes” (McLuhan, 1967).
Digital platforms affect human interaction both on an individual and community level; the worlds of
offline and online are gradually interpenetrating and existing traditional behavioral patterns (offline and
physical) are mixed with sociotechnical norms that emerged in online platforms (Van Dijck, 2013). In the
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past times, a watercolor hobbyist can attend to courses to learn the techniques of the practice from
professionals; or just from a book on her/his own. Now, a watercolor hobbyist can access the
information of techniques from YouTube videos, from professional artists’ and makers’ online presence
by their accounts on various platforms like Behance or Instagram. S/he can interact with other makers
to gain knowledge, to appreciate, and to motivate each other. Moreover, s/he gradually can embed the
gained knowledge on her/his making practice; and share it again on her/his social media platforms to
contribute to ever-growing available online knowledge.
The materials or technical information about the practices that tend to disappear, continue to be shared
and spread together with Web 2.0 and the presence of many different digital media platforms. For
instance, basket weaving practice is maintained by a very limited community; we do not come across
the products of basket weaving practice in the contemporary world occasionally (Weida, 2014). But
through Web 2.0, anyone can find the materials and equipment that are needed and buy them online;
can have access to the technical information and methods in various digital platforms and online sources
for weaving (Weida, 2014).
As Jenkins (2006) asserts the world of convergence culture that is “where old and new media collide,
where grass-roots and corporate media intersect, where the power of media producer and the power of
the media consumer interact in unpredictable ways”. The digital media, as all newly emerged mediums,
requires by definition, itself required and brought a transformation to the means of making and
production processes (Benjamin, 2008). As a platform enabling the concept of openness and interaction
influenced the exchange of information and know-how that lead to the democratization of knowledge
and making process. A new channel for communication, exchanging information of methods,
techniques, and information specific to the nature of relevant crafts are significantly in use between
makers and practitioners. Informal learning practices in online networks outside of conventional
learning methods and institutions are emerged. They consequently conduce toward fragmentation of
former traditional structures of collective forms and accelerate the social significance of individuality
and individual practice (Reitsamer & Zobl, 2014). While starting learning a new craft-making technique,
individuals do not need to adhere to books or conventional craft-making courses anymore; the
information is accessible anywhere and at any time.
With the emergence of digital media, the boundaries between the hardware and software worlds had
blurred, and accordingly, the behaviors of individuals who are in the act of “making” have started to
take place at the intersection of these two worlds. As Google brought the possibilities of “de-centralized,
non-normative cultural production to a general population of users and caused to re-evaluation of
making for social or new media-based cultural production and engagement in general” (Murphy et al.,
2014). Social media platforms carried one step further this impact and facilitated alternative ways of
creation, production, and communication that enables wider social participation to share and making
activity. For instance, social media platforms like Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, Pinterest, Etsy or
Behance are now widely used as the new medium of the open-source movement, with the ability to
connect communities, to provide easy access to information, to allow easy sharing and to form a divided
creative production in the context of a domestic environment. The widespread use of Web 2.0 and
websites like Etsy (origins in the USA), Folksy (origins in England) or Zet (origins in Turkey) that are
focused on selling handmade products have brought global awareness to the existence of such products,
to their production and sales; with enabling small businesses or individuals to market their original
designs or traditional products at national and international levels. As an illustration, embroidery making
practice in the past was seen as a traditional craft-making process that was applied on tablecloths,
clothes, towels, bundles, pillows, cushions, or bed linen to be put in the dowry of young girls (Taştepe &
Horoz, 2019). Today, people continue this tradition and the applications can still be seen in dowries but
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the application fields of the cross-stitch techniques are expanded by the aforementioned effects of
social media platforms. Today, they are applied to various kinds of clothes and accessories, on bags,
earrings, brooches; and with modern ornaments and motifs (Taştepe & Horoz, 2019). Both the making
process and its content created is changing by extension of the social media platforms.
The transformation brought by the social media platforms is not just about the radicalization of methods
of making and production, but re-deliberating of what it means to be a producer and maker (Atton,
2014). Consequently, it brought a more democratic definition that embraces who are normally excluded
from the definition and removed the barriers between amateur and professional. The maker has
undergone significant changes, shaped by the rapid dissemination of Web 2.0 and the social media
platforms. A new class of “producers” has arisen – creators who are also users and distributors (Bruns,
2008). The social media platform created a new culture of itself by decentralization of the practice,
deinstitutionalization of knowledge, and globalization culture. It also refigured making and doing
practices by its offerings and transformed these into collective and collaborative development. People
structure their networks and experiences around the process of making things; they aspire for seeing
and sharing the outcomes of their creativity while also want to feel connected with other individuals
who make and create (Gauntlett, 2013). As the social media platforms are in a nature that have the
facilities to respond to these desires of individuals, the platforms have revealed a form of relationship
that started with sprouting on its own and then supported with many different platforms developed
with a focus on making processes like YouTube, Behance or Etsy. YouTube establishes its framework on
primarily supporting a participatory and communicative community amongst everyday users instead of
elite professionals (Gauntlett, 2013) with an array of material in diverse topics. Social media channels
are now a home for amateur or professional practitioners, makers, and producers: A craftsman can
share technical knowledge on her/his YouTube channel or Instagram page; interact and answer
questions from the comment section, receive orders from the Instagram page, or Etsy account; share
the pictures, videos or designs of their outcomes of making process by all the aforementioned platforms
or on Behance page.
This new socio-technical system that offers new possibilities is liberatory; one of the impacts of social
media platforms is to capture the zeitgeist, so the platforms work to ensure their instrumental value in
producing distributed trends and culture (Murphy et al., 2014). However, this can be interpreted also as
bringing its constraints and dominance on making practice and makers. Technology has reduced the
power of traditional local controls but new global networks of authority permit platforms to be
democratic to the extent that they serve their purpose (Bissonette, 2014). Continuing with the example
of embroidery making activity, the motifs that are engraved on the products differ on a country basis;
but with the globalization effects of social media platforms, the motifs have started to show
international similarities with the influence of fashion and trends (Taştepe & Horoz, 2019). However, the
diversity of cultural features are still reachable in some sense; consequently, it has bilateral effects on
embroidery making.

6. The research method
This paper seeks the dynamics of domestic craft-making under the influence of the digitalization culture
and aims to reveal the change of traditional craft practices and approaches fostered through social
media platforms. Therefore, to understand the effects of social media on domestic making and
production practices, an online survey was conducted with forty-two Turkish women participants
engaging in embroidery.
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The conducted survey has particular open-ended, multi-choice, and sample-based questions seeking
information related to the craft-making, the learning and improvement processes of the practice,
inspiration sources, intensions, and usage variation of social media about embroidery making practice.
Afterward, the outcomes of the online survey were analyzed by thematic analysis method to reveal the
main effects of social media on domestic making and production practices. Thematic analysis is a data
analyzing method to identify, organize, and later to analyze and report patterns and themes that are
found in collected data from individuals on a specific research study (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Instagram had been selected as the communication platform for the research. At first, an examination
was conducted with the hashtag of “embroidery”; also, related accounts were looked through their
produced crafts capability related to embroidery and the number of followers. The active and popular
accounts were selected; then, the prepared survey was sent one by one to these users with the
description of the study and the identifications of researchers through the Instagram direct message.
The survey was delivered to approximately two hundred accounts; however, just forty-two of them
responded to the survey.

7. Findings
The age range of respondents was between twenty-three and forty-seven, also, all of them were
women. Their state of education consisted of primary school and high school graduates, bachelor, and
postgraduates. The occupations of respondents were lawyers, engineers, craftspeople, and designers;
but mostly housewives and teachers. Besides, their embroidery-making experiences were varied
between at least five months to twenty-years. The period they have used social media related to
embroidery making practice is between at least 4 months to 5 years.

7.1. The learning of embroidery
The majority of participants defined that their knowledge about embroidery comes from their elder
relatives such as their mothers, sisters, or grandmothers. As mentioned before, handicrafts connect
different generations and provide a tradition transfer. This transfer is not just materialized through the
entity of the produced craft, but also teaching the making techniques and culture to the next generation
provides the continuity of local and inherited craft knowledge.
I learned to embroider from my sister, I was just starting to spend time (Participant-20).
It is our family tradition (Participant-22).
Some participants defined that they learned the practice of embroidery by watching videos of more
qualified practitioners on the YouTube platform. Moreover, others stated that they use different
internet-based platforms to improve their craft skills.
I started as a hobby with the aid of my grandmother, then I encountered modern
embroidery on the Internet, and thus I learned how to embroider more modern motifs from
channels like YouTube and improve with my effort (Participant-38).
Here, we can see the differentiation of craft learning by watching the activity from the television to the
internet-based social media platforms. Besides, participants emphasize that the learning process of
craft-making based on experiential learning. They mimic the new procedures and techniques, in this way
they replicate the other practitioners’ ideas to learn. But then, they blend what they found out with
their personal knowledge, harmonize different approaches, in this way improve their abilities and
creativity.
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Besides, a couple of participants had training about embroidery received from a course, primary, or high
school. Some of them transform embroidery practice as a professional business, the others continue it
as a hobby.
I learned in a home economics lesson in secondary school. At that time, I was just doing it to
pass the course. Now, as an additional income, I make products by order (Participant-24).

7.2. The motivations of embroidery
Participants mentioned different motivations to start embroidery. Some had an interest in crafts and
had a curiosity about embroidery.
I liked the examples of embroidery on the Internet and wanted to try it right away
(Participant-25).
A few wanted to qualified their leisure time, just quite a few learned to supply their needs.
I do it as a hobby and to make use of my free time at home well. I also do it for those who
want it, even if it has a small contribution to the home budget (Participant-6).
However, most of them stated that they wanted to start a new hobby. While the main purpose is
developing a hobby, nearly all of the participants emphasize that they are now making embroidery to
get an income.
I started as a hobby, now I'm earning money (Participant-30).
I do it because it makes me feel good, also I earn money from this labor (Participant-7).
I turned the hobby that I enjoy to work (Participant-32).
On the other hand, participants describe the activity of embroidery as a therapeutic and relaxing
process.
My aim to start is purely to take up a hobby. Let's say it's good for my soul (Participant-23).
My goal was to find a productive way to rest to my head (Participant-13).

7.3. The improvements
Most of the participants mentioned that their craft practices are inspired by social media. Thus, in
contrast to traditional craft knowledge, pathways, and procedures, social media platforms and internetbased resources enable new orientations for craft-making. Those platforms enable homemakers to
access foreign sources so causes the interpenetration of different cultures. In this way, new encounters
and combinations emerged between different traditional knowledge. That triggers the creativity and
artistic reflection of the maker by providing new content creations and including new methods and
techniques through reshaping the traditional.
Digital interactions among makers, who have a different cultural background, let the emergence of new
contents. Alongside the new interactions, popular culture and expectations encourage this new content
creation. In this study, participants mentioned their content creations in consideration of the
digitalization culture of making. Alongside the traditional Turkish motifs and ornaments about nature,
they also adapt different illustrations for sewing, embroider human figures, and letters, which are the
traces of popular culture.
On the other hand, they are re-shaping their methods and techniques, including new ones, and blending
them for originality and innovation. Apart from the traditional fabrics and equipment for embroidery,
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participants include new materials and techniques in their practices. Besides, they try new applications
on unorthodox surfaces, clothes, or accessories.

7.4. The use of social media for craft practice
Participants defined that they mostly prefer to use Instagram, Pinterest, YouTube, and Etsy for their
craft practices. However, the motivation of social media use for embroidery practices differ. For
instance, to improve the embroidery skills and gain experience, participants try to learn both traditional
and new craft techniques, models, and materials. For this purpose, they mainly watch videos of different
practitioners or tutorials from YouTube and they are learning by watching. Besides, to get inspire,
participants research on Instagram, Pinterest, and YouTube applications. They both follow the accounts
of practitioners - both foreign and local - and different art-based sources. On the other hand, to exhibit
their authentic and professional craft ability, participants use Instagram, Pinterest, and Etsy. The main
reason for this showing off is to make a sale. These platforms help the homemaker to re-create her
identity as an artist, maker, producer, or designer, instead of an amateur.
Finally, those motivations can be seen under three main purposes. Practitioners use social media
platforms to improve the craft ability by learning from the others, to conduct research for getting
inspired, and to exhibit the craft ability for sale.

8. Cultivation of New Craft Practices and Identity Through the Social Media
The thematic analysis shows three main themes about the impact of social media and digitalization on
the domestic making of embroidery. All of these orientations show that domestic making activities of
embroidery detached from its traditional sources, making methods, and communities.
First, of course, the existence of social media changed the used sources for inspiring through the new
platforms and communities. The communal way of face-to-face knowledge transfer and the impacts of
mass media evolved to digital resources and contents. Thus, the information source of practitioners
shifts from traditional roots to online and open sources.
Second, through these online sources, social media leads to new expectations about authenticity, so
triggers practitioners to be more creative, instead of following traditional making procedures or
producing replicas. As mentioned, with the effect of popular culture, those internet-based digital
sources enable new content and technique orientations. In this way, the creative developments and
applications of practitioners are encouraged. Thus, all these lead to the originality of artifacts, too,
instead of traditional motifs and ornaments.
Third, social media changed the social community and practice of making through affecting the purpose
of production for sale, instead of dowry production or tradition transfer. However, it becomes a new
communication medium among makers and creates a new type of craft communities for exchanging
ideas and transforming knowledge. Besides, it fosters the interaction between makers and customers,
and most importantly social media re-defines the identity of domestic practitioners and alters this agent
from amateur to maker and producer.

9. Conclusion
The revealed orientations show us domestic making activities detached from traditional sources, making
methods, and communities. However, this detachment might have bilateral effects. On the one hand,
social media affects and provides new sources for inspiration, fosters creative reflection of the maker
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and turns the end-product through encouraging the originality of practice, and lastly, changes the form
of social interaction of making. Domestic craft-making practices and the agent of the practitioner are redefined by social media. New practices and identity are cultivated through the potential of new sources,
a new form of social interaction, and the lead of creative reflection and originality. These effects extend
the boundaries of domestic craft-making practice and increase the share of creative thinking on the act
of making and on the end-product.
Creating different forms of interaction between craft makers also enabled making practice to be evolved
and transformed in diverse ways through this interaction. By allowing anyone to access to skills and
methods of the practice, social media has expanded the definition of whom the practitioner is and
eliminated the discourse that the craft-making process belongs to a particular professional group.
On the other hand, with the information available to everyone, it can be said that there is a decrease in
the quality of the craft-making skills and the end-products compared to the old times. The globalization
of information sources for inspiration causes certain trends to be widely used worldwide, affecting the
diversity of end-products. Even though the local motifs and knowledge are still preserved in numerous
ways, it may be that social media might impose its own popular culture on craft-making. It should be
taken into consideration that this is a starting point for understanding social media effects on domestic
making and production activities; the relation between these areas needs further and deeply conducted
researches.
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Craft and design practice has emerged as a tool to improve the economic and social
conditions in various countries. Many approaches have been formulated, particularly
participatory design (PD) method to bring a democratic design process. However, the
narrow focus of PD on micro activities tends to neglect wider contextual factors, such as
formal and informal types of institutions. Based on the study of the development of craft
products organized by the design center in Indonesia, this paper attempts to identify the
diverse interests of the actors, including the objectives of the design center, the target
market set by the designers, and the needs of the craftswomen in the craft villages.
Subsequently, we illustrated the role of socio-technical instruments as sets of technical
apparatus and organizational tools to reconcile the diversity, which can adopt the
informal characteristics of small enterprises in regional areas.
Participatory design, informal, institution, craft villages, social design

1. Introduction
In recent times, craft and design practice has emerged as a prominent activity among the design
practitioners, governmental institutions, as well as small craft enterprises in rural areas in Indonesia.
They address the problems in the craft community, such as varied ranges of governmental programs,
and self-initiated projects to transform and redesign traditional craft products, with the aim of
improving the social and economic conditions in rural areas by connecting them with new markets. In
fact, a similar situation can be found in various regions in Southeast Asia, such as Thailand, and Vietnam,
especially regarding how craft and design practice is utilized to facilitate the social and economic
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

development in the craft villages in responding to the opportunity of the rise of mass-tourism as well as
the commercialization of craft products for export market as a part of poverty reduction scheme
(Chudasri, Walker & Evans, 2012; Cohen, 1988).
Such issues of economic and social development involving design are not surprising in the field of design
studies, considering the ideas of Papanek in the 1970s that are called for a socially responsible agenda in
the design practice. Since then, various scholars have started questioning the market-led paradigm in
design activities and finding possibilities of design practice to transform certain social problems, such as
the design for the base of pyramid, as well as for the development of the third countries (see e.g.,
Clarke, 2018; Margolin & Margolin, 2002; and Wang, Bryan-Kinns, & Ji, 2016). In this regard, designers
are expected to shift their role, not merely focusing on the object-making process, but also finding
design solutions by engaging non-designers in the design process. Participatory design emerges as a
prominent methodology in addressing social problems, engaging collective action by emphasizing the
iterative way of designing and challenging designers to be facilitators (Melles, Vere & Misic 2011;
Sanders & Stappers, 2008).
However, existing research on the issues of participatory design to achieve social needs has often been
on the micropolitical scale, and it has not properly addressed the dynamic tension between micro,
meso, and macro political institutions (Huybrechts et al., 2017). Moreover, in the context of developing
countries, the design practice has often become a primary tool for economic and social development,
which actors from multiple types of institutions are actively involved (Er, 1997; Amir, 2004).
Consequently, the design activities might involve different types of institutions, such as the formal
institutions, including the governmental department or design academics, and also the informal
institutions, such as craft villages and small enterprises. Therefore, understanding the diverse
geographical, historical, and socio-cultural factors underlying the design activity is crucial. The mere
focus on microscale activity might lead to the decoupling of design from the wider and structural
institutional influence. It might also fail to address the different circumstances in each institution that
are prevalently found in developing countries. Given the different educational and cultural backgrounds,
how can designers and craftsmen, and other actors, such as governmental institutions, negotiate their
different ways of thinking during the design process? What kinds of strategies have they employed to
transform traditional craft products?
This paper is based on ethnographic research on Designer Dispatch Service Program (DDS Program)
supervised by a design center called Indonesian Design Development Center (IDDC). The program
primarily engages professional designers and regional craftsmen to redesign and reexplore traditional
craft products in Indonesia by aiming for penetrating the export market. By redesigning traditional craft
products, the designers, craftsmen, and the design center have attempted to align with the new market
demands to bring equal economic opportunities to the poor craft community in various regions.
Throughout this research, I attempt to explore the diverse interests and motivation of three main
actors, including the professional designers, craftsmen, and the design center, by identifying thoroughly
their different institutional backgrounds and motivations. I argue that the design practice in bringing a
societal transformation in various regions in developing countries might need to consider the collision
and reconciliation process of diverse interests of actors underpinned by the characteristics of formal and
informal institutional backgrounds. This research also illustrates the role of sociotechnical instruments
as sets of technical apparatus, organizational tools, and an assemblage of human and non-human
elements that afford various activities of design activities, which can adopt and tolerate the
characteristics of informal and small enterprise, such as the flexibility of working process, the value of
friendships and family, and tradition in the village (Turner 2003). The identification of diverse interests
and the roles of sociotechnical instrument provide us some clues to understand the dynamic tension
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between the microscale activity of participatory design and the influencing contextual factors, such as
the formal and informal characters of the institution.

2. Participatory design and the necessity of socio-technical instrument
Design practice has been a strategic tool to reduce a prolonging economic catastrophe, such as
employing design to increase export value of industrial products (Er, 1997; Amir, 2004). For instance, the
commercialization attempt of traditional crafts in various developing countries by embracing the roles of
designers to collaborate with regional craftsmen to compete in the export market (see e.g., Cohen,
1998; Chutia & Sarma, 2016).
Considering this condition, designers have had various tools to work with abstract entities, such as
services and communities, rather than just with things. They should have the capability to shape the
dynamic social conversation and to initiate real actions to build a community consensus based on the
active dialogical approach with the local participants (Chen et al., 2015; Wang, Bryan-Kinns, & Ji, 2016).
In this regard, the agency of designers should be decentralized; their capability is no longer design for,
and they need to shift the design fundamentally as a part of the process (Cowley et al., 2018; Willis,
2006). This is in line with Armstrong et al. (2014) that accentuate participatory design approaches
during the design process with the community. Thus, multiple actors and resources can converge,
facilitated by varied ways of encounters and dialogues, enabling ideas and solutions to emerge not only
from the designers, but also from non-designers.
However, the participatory approach of design has faced criticism, as they tend to focus narrowly on the
practicality of the design process and to neglect complex sociocultural circumstances that might affect
the activities. Huycbrechts et al. (2017) argued that there is a need to restore the engagement of
participatory design practice to institutions, stressing the dynamic interaction between the micropolitical scale and meso- and macro-political institutions, involving historical, geographical, institutional,
and economic factors. Indeed, rather than merely acting as a passive backdrop, institutions have a
crucial role as active sites to direct the design process. Failing to consider the macro-sociological
circumstances, the design intervention might be at a risk to prolong the adverse situation in each
region1. The type of institution itself might vary, including formal institutions, such as schools,
governments, courts, and so forth, and also informal institutions, including kinship, personal networks,
clientelism, and traditional culture (Huycbrechts et al., 2017, 151). Therefore, analyzing the design
practice with its engagement to certain characteristic of institutional level requires attention to the
formal as well as the informal rules that underlie the institutional establishment.
Number of studies or design projects in the context of design for socioeconomic development in
developing countries are mostly engaged in the formal and informal institutions. Therefore, considering
the dynamic influence of two institution, is crucially important. (see, Tung, 2012; Triharini, et al., 2013).
Various design projects frequently work under the influence of formal governmental bodies, and at the
same time, they also encounter different characteristics of craft villages, with their informal conditions,
distinct traditions, cultures, and social structures. Thus, the practicality of the participatory design
1 For instance, the humanitarian design program that offers a fixed technology has been heavily criticized as the
design intervention frequently fails to consider the structural dynamics of local people, which prolongs the
grassroots ideological work of neoliberalism by promoting its market values and autoregulation (see, Johnson
2011; Schwittay 2014).
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should be re-examined by actively elaborating the diverse socio-cultural circumstances and the informal
condition of the craft villages in developing countries. In fact, the development and innovation process
of the small enterprises in developing countries, including craft workshops, is highly informal and
flexible. “The building blocks of success” for the enterprise is supported by the value of friendships,
family relations, and voluntary activities in the neighbours (Turner, 2003; Malasan, 2017). This condition
is in line with the study by Kaya & Yagiz (2011) who explain that the characteristics of the craft clusters
in various developing countries are highly dependent on the social relationship, which might shape
different design activities that frequently are being neglected in the modern’ design practice
To explore further the craft and design development activities and their influence in formal and informal
institutions, I will explore how the diverse institutional conditions and diverse interests of actors in this
research may collide, and how this can be reconciled through the role of sociotechnical instruments.
Therefore, first, I will identify the diverse frames of actors behind the craft and design project, including
the professional industrial designers, craftsmen, and governments. I adopted the idea of ‘frames’
studied by the scholars who have studied the emergence of technological artefact by focusing on its
social construction (Bijker et al., 1987; Bijker, 1995). Identifying the diverse frames is indispensable
considering the different institutional as well as socio-cultural background of each actor. Second, I will
critically examine the role of sociotechnical instrument in reconciling the diverse frames, which enables
the actors behind the design process to maintain the heterogeneity of characteristics and interests while
keep achieving the general objective. This share similar understanding with the ‘boundary object’ (Star
& Griesemer, 1989) and ‘sociotechnical devices’ (Fukushima, 2017) as an assemblage of both human and
nonhuman elements affording various activities depending on them. Whereas, both have been studied
in the formal academic institutions, such as zoology museum and a medical center, in my case study, the
sociotechnical instrument is adoptable in various sites, both in the formal and informal institution. It
includes sets of technical apparatus, organizational tools, formal institutional routines, as well as the
adoption of everyday activities in the craft villages.

3. Designer Dispatch Service Program (DDS)
DDS program basically encouraged industrial designers and local craftsmen to redevelop craft products
in various regions in Indonesia. As the IDDC is officially a part of the Directorate General for National
Export Development of Ministry of Trade, the design center has primarily controlled the planning,
budget allocation, and execution. The aim of the program is concise and clear: to develop new craft
products for export markets.2 The craft products seem apt as a cultural and economic resource for the
design center to succeed in its vision: building local, going global (see figure 1). The design intervention
is therefore a vital program to increase the value of craft products to compete in the global market,
while at the same time distributing equal economic opportunities to the regions across the archipelago.

2

Ini Cara Mendag Enggar Beri Nilai Tambah ke Produk Ekspor. [This is how Trade Minister Enggar develops a
New Value for the Export Oriented Products]. Liputan 6 Online. Accessed on May 21, 2018 from
https://www.liputan6.com/bisnis/read/2614168/ini-cara-mendag-enggar-beri-nilai-tambah-ke-produkekspor.
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Figure 1. Posters in the IDDC. Doc.: Author

Having started in 2012 with the initial project among the rattan craft community in Cirebon City, this
program has been held annually. The DDS program gained a reputation as a successful program, and it
successfully secured a national budget. Every year, the DDS has had an exquisite and gigantic pavilion at
Trade Expo Indonesia—the largest international trading expo held by the Ministry of Trade3—to exhibit
the result of the collaborative work between the designers and craftsmen. In 2016, President Joko
Widodo was impressed with the works in the pavilion and he requested the design center to expand its
activities widely to develop craft products in other regions in Indonesial4. In fact, the essential agenda of
this program to develop rural areas suits the President’s primary agenda of nawacita (nine key
programs), one of which is to develop Indonesia’s outlying areas.5 Considering the promising potentiality
of this program, not only it is something to be proud of for the staff at the design center, but it also
provides a significant portfolio for the designers. The craftsmen have also gained new knowledge on
developing products, and they have gained experience in connecting with new markets6.
Every year, the DDS program runs for 8 months, commencing in March. It ends usually in October
concomitantly with the Trade Expo Indonesia, an international trading expo organized by the Ministry of
Trade. In this program, designers go to several regions in Indonesia appointed by the supervisors of the
DDS program. However, during the 8 months of the program, the designers only have four face-to-face
meetings with the craftsmen. Each meeting has usually 3 or 4 days to discuss the design and production
progress. Within this limited time, then, there are questions to answer. How do the design center,
designers, and craftsmen accomplish the targets of the projects? Given their different educational
backgrounds, interests, customs, and cultures, how can they negotiate their way around the differences
during the working process?
3

Trade Expo Indonesia 2017 kicks off at new, bigger ICE. The Jakarta Post. Accessed on May 21, 2018 from
http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2017/10/11/trade-expo-indonesia-2017-kicks-off-at-new-biggerice.html
4
Interview with the staff of IDDC in November 2017
5
DPRD holds key roles in development of outer parts: Wiranto. The Jakarta Post. Accessed on 11 September
2018 from http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2017/04/26/dprd-holds-key-roles-in-development-ofouter-parts-wiranto.html
6
Interview with staff of the design center on February 2017
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4. Explaining the Diverse Interests and Motivation
I will highlight three diverse interests and motivations found during the development process, which
acted as the main obstacles to succeed the design progress. They were the targets of the design center,
the market needs the designer targeted, and the demands of the craftsmen. Subsequently, I
investigated the design process by specifically paying attention to the process carried out by a designer
with a group of craftswomen and seeing how they have adjusted and reconciled their different ways of
thinking.

4.1. The target from IDDC and the market needs
Before the selected designers went into the field, a meeting was held to discuss the objectives of the
DDS program, its schedule, and other technical requirements organized by three supervisors. They are
an academic who was a design researcher from a design school, an industrial design professional who
has a long experience working in the electronics industry, and a staff member from IDDC. They have
roles as mentors for all participants, organizing the evaluation meetings, and make sure the program
succeeds in a timely manner. The supervisors basically allowed the designers to target any kind of
market. However, the important point is that the project should be done in 8 months, and there should
be a proper exhibit in the trading expo, where potential buyers gather, and the high-rank officers will
evaluate the program.
To understand the characteristic of the targeted market, the designers could utilize trend-forecasting
platforms provided by the design center, such as Stylus and Euromonitor to research the market
behaviours, the on-going trend of design, including the colours, patterns, materials, and the most
purchased products in particular countries in the world. The platforms provide detailed information
about shipping requirements, including size and weight, and restrictions on chemical usage in the
materials. All this information assists the designers to construct the initial idea and to imagine future
products that are far more suitable for the targeted markets. Radit7, a designer I consulted, has aimed
for two places: France and Europe in general. Although France itself is in Europe, he found distinct
traits, and he decided that he should treat the two regions differently by carefully creating a specific
form of design for each targeted market. He planned to create household products, specifically
products used in the living room and in the kitchen, though at this stage he had not started the
sketching process.
The supervisors organized ‘evaluation meetings’ (monev) every time the designers finished meeting with
the craftsmen. During these meetings, the designers, including Radit, had an opportunity to report the
progress every time he returned from the meeting with the craftswomen. Radit explained, “The
meetings were important moments for me to share my findings in the field, and I could also consult with
other members about the difficulties I encountered during the design process. The session was useful to
get insights and to evaluate the design progress.”8
Each of the designers encountered various constraints, such as limited tools, different languages and
habits in the region, religious rituals, material availability, and so forth. The different working patterns
between designers and craftsmen were also challenging factors. This is because almost all of the
designers received training in a mass-produced industrial style, while the craftswomen had different
paces of work. Radit, in particular, also had to think radically about a new design for the targeted
market, considering the limited condition in the craft village.

7
8

All names of informants in this paper are pseudonyms.
Interview with Radit in February 2017
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Despite such limitations, the design center required all participants to make progress within relatively a
short time, as it had to report the results of the program to the Directorate. The consequences of not
achieving the target would be fatal: there would be cuts in the budget, and the design center might
closed. However, to achieve the target, designers had to be able to find quick ways to develop suitable
products for the targeted market. We have explored the different targets and interests of the design
center and the designers. What, then, is the motivation of the craftswomen?

4.2 The motivation of the craftswomen
The designer collaboratively worked with a group of craftswomen called Rizki Kelipuk, most of whom
were weavers of eceng gondok (water hyacinth). Mrs. Sumiarti, the leader of the group, explained that
the families of the group members mostly worked as a part-time farm labourer. One of the group
members explained, “Working on a farm and at the same time as a house wife is arduous. I am getting
older, and perhaps in the next couple of years, I will not be able to work there. ”9. The members
attempted to work together in a group, and they expected to have more earnings from crafting.
In fact, Rizki Kelipuk has tried to exhibit its works in small-scale exhibitions, such as small bags and
pouches (see figure 2). However, Mrs. Sumiarti explained that the group faces a difficulty in finding new
potential customers, because they neither have expertise in marketing, nor the ability to develop new
products suitable for the new markets.

Figure 2. Rizki Kelipuk’s craft products. Doc.: Author

Radit believed that by targeting a group of craftswomen, the impact would be broader than merely
working with a single craftswoman. However, Radit and Rizki Kelipuk’s group should develop a new
design that is suitable with the daily behaviour of the group. By looking at the diversity of needs and the
condition of the main actors, then, how can designers and craftsmen collaboratively achieve the set
target? In the following section, I show in detail how Radit and Rizki Kelipuk’s group worked on their
new products, by focusing on the role of sociotechnical instruments to underpin the design process.

9

Interview with Radit in February 2017
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5. The Instrument in the Designing Process
In the first meeting, Radit and Rizki Kelipuk’s group exchanged general information, such as the
planning, the capacity of the production, and the portfolio of the craftswomen and the designer. After
this meeting, Radit could understand the detailed information about the capacity of the workshop, and
the available resources in the village. They decided to design products that could be created by
considering the daily activities of the craftswomen.
In the next meeting with the group, Radit brought a printed file of the design called a ‘mood board’ (see
Figure 5), which became a guiding reference for them to discuss in detail the ambience of the
environment where they will place the future products. The mood board is an important tool to achieve
a similar understanding between the designer and the craftswomen about the new form of the product
and its placement. By referring to the mood board, they can share their own ideas and start developing
the design.

Figure 3. A mood board. Doc.: Author

On the mood board, Radit showed the interiors of a living room and a bedroom to Mrs. Sumiarti and
other members of Rizki Kelipuk’s group. Based on the information from the Stylus and the CBI, Radit
explained the behaviours of the targeted users, as well as their daily activities. On the other hand, Mrs.
Sumiarti provided many insights about the characters of the materials and the techniques that might be
suitable to the design process. Radit and the group could also actively discuss and follow up the progress
through a messenger application. Mrs. Sumiarti explained to me that, “Although we rarely meet in
person, we can still communicate with each other through online applications. Some of the drawings
here were sent through Whatsapp by Radit”10.

10

Interview with Mrs. Sumiarti in February 2017
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Figure 4. The discussion between the designer and a craftswoman. Doc.: Author

The third meeting mostly discussed and evaluated the prototyping process. This very open and informal
discussion between the designer and the craftswomen is very special. (Figure 4). Radit, the members of
Rizki Kelipuk’s group and some of the local people mostly discussed trivial topics and also the prototypes
while having lunch.
When Radit looked at the new design of the stools made of water hyacinth and wood, he was not
satisfied with the result because the leg of the stools seemed unmatched with his design. During the
evaluation, a neighbour in the village told Radit and Mrs. Sumiarti that she had a relative who was a
logger that could help them to provide the best quality of wood suitable for the stool. They accepted the
offer, and Radit trusted Mrs. Sumiarti to organize the production of the wood, without interfering
further about the provision of the wood itself. The interesting point here is that the people in the village
could freely offer ideas, although they were not part of this project.
Another problem that Radit faced was the limited working tools in the village. For instance, the women
had few proper tools to support the production in their workshop. In a stool that Radit designed, the
shape of the cushion that used water hyacinth was circular. However, as the workshop did not have any
mold, and the craftswomen could not afford to order one, they tinkered a truck tire as a mold for the
cushion. As a consequence, the circular shape was not accurate and the volume of the cushion itself was
rather smaller than the design. This kind of limitation has indeed forced the flexibility of the design
process.
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Figure 5. The design progress report. Doc.: Author

In every meeting, they needed to write down their progress in the form of ‘design progress reports’
created by the design center (see figure 6). This form became a tool for both the designers and
craftsmen to oversee their progress and commitment, as well as ‘a proof’ to follow up each other’s
tasks.

Figure 6 The final craft products made by Radit and Rizki Kelipuk. Doc.: Raditya Ardianto Taepur

To sum up, the case of Radit and Rizki Kelipuk reflects important aspects of understanding the role of
instruments in their work, such as meeting organizations, trend forecasting media, the mood board, the
communication technology, and the design progress report that helps them to achieve targets
collaboratively. Along with that, the informal environment also influences the flexibility in the design
process, such as freely involving neighbours in the talks, as well as tinkering the limited tools.
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6. Discussion: The Reconciliation of Diverse Interests and the Roles of
Sociotechnical Instruments
Design practice has been prevalently adopted to improve the social condition by collaboratively
engaging the communities throughout the design process. Although participatory design has been well
formulated, there is a need to reengage to the institutional influence where the design activities might
be strongly informed (Huybrechts et al., 2017). The case study in this research reflects the different
characteristics of institutions, such as the formal governmental institutions and the informal institutions
in the craft village strongly affect the design process. Therefore, what kind of strategy is formulated to
reconcile diverse interests of the actors? How can the influence of formal and informal environment
affect the design progress?
In this paper, I firstly propose to identify the diverse motivations and needs of the participants in this
project that may impede the design progress and subsequently look at the sociotechnical instruments
that facilitate the impeding factors. There are three diverse interests and motivations that act as
obstacles to constrain the collaborative works of designers and craftsmen. First, the target of creating a
new export product within a limited time set by the design centers. Consequently, the centers forced
the designers and craftsmen to meet their set targets. The short timescale of the project and the high
market target exacerbated all these challenging factors. Second, the target market set by the designers.
Radit aimed the market prior to encountering the craftswomen. The needs of the targeted market, in
turn, confined the designers and craftsmen in determining the new form of design as the new design
might not be suitable with the working condition of the craft workshop. Third, to achieve the demands
of social enhancement in the craft communities and to adapt the design activities with the socio-cultural
circumstances in the craft villages. The enduring sociocultural elements in the craft village, such as the
daily life of the craftswomen as housewives who also work as part-time farm labourers reflected in the
case of Rizki Kelipuk's group, may have impeded the construction of new designs.
Throughout their collaborative work, the sociotechnical instruments that consist of two important
factors helped to overcome the obstacles. First, the standardized organization tool provided by the
mentors from the design center, such as, the four-meeting schedule between the designers and
craftsmen, the evaluation and monitoring process after the meeting in the village, and the design
progress report. For instance, the progress report became an instrument to identify what had failed and
succeeded during the prototyping process, and at the same time, it provided a platform for the
designers and craftswomen to follow up with each other about their own tasks. Another example is the
role of the mood board sharing session initiated by Radit that has mediated his and the craftswomen’s
ideas. The mood board facilitated them to imagine their future products, and to exchange information
about the resources and skills available in the village. This condition echoes a suggestion by Thorpe &
Gamman (2011) about the necessity for designers to be responsive to local conditions when engaging in
participatory design. Before going to the design process, the ideation process was an important step for
Radit and Rizki Kelipuk’s group to discuss about the future products. This session has a vital role in
collaboratively setting the common expectation to guide and frame the future design. In this regard, the
negotiation step was not merely confined to the hands-on prototyping process (Wilkie, 2014), but the
mood board sharing to set the expected design was also an important step before the prototyping. This
moment is also crucial to respond and map the potentiality of what already exists before stepping into
the prototyping process.
Second, despite its constraining sets of instruments to monitor their daily work, the informal and flexible
environment of the craft workshop remained intact, allowing the designers and craftsmen to interact
easily and to work collaboratively. Many new ideas and solutions emerged in a variety of situations,
such as during lunchtime. For instance, as Radit and Mrs. Sumiarti discussed the problem of the
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prototype when they had lunch together, the idea popped up from a neighbour who joined the lunch
session. This flexible and informal condition is in line with the analysis by Turner (2013) about the
‘building block of success’ of informal enterprise, that accentuates the value of friendship as a social
capital. To sum up, the organizing tools have helped to rationalize the informal working process of the
craft workshops, but somehow have also allowed flexibility for the designers and craftsmen to explore a
variety of new design and working process. The informality of the craft workshops still has a crucial role
and it becomes an advantage to find a solution during the design process.

7. Conclusion
The case study in this research reflects the needs of the designers, craftsmen, and governments who
aimed to develop traditional craft products. Consequently, there is a confluence of different ranges of
ideas during the transformation of the artefacts. Sometimes the design process would be impeded by
different views of actors and its underlying socio-cultural background.
The sociotechnical instrument as sets of technical apparatus and organizational tools has a crucial
capacity to reconcile many interests of actors and the capacity to adapt with the formal and informal
environment. It consists of the project timeline, periodical evaluation meetings, and the design progress
report set by the design center. The design progress report allows each actor, including the design
center, designers, and craftsmen, to evaluate each other’s tasks, and it increases a sense of
responsibility as each actor records and assesses their tasks. The informal situation in the craft workshop
has also an important role in determining the design outcome, such as the usage of the new technology
to facilitate the daily communication as well as to tinker the limited tools in the workshop. During the
process, not only do the designers and craftsmen involve in the process, but also other participants,
such as the neighbour of the craftswomen. This reflects the main characteristic of the small craft
enterprise. Not fixing the design from the outset and being flexible with the ideation allowed varied
ideas from anyone to merge anytime. In conclusion, the design process in the context of community
development might actively involve actors from varied types of institution and needs to consider the
socio-cultural context. This condition necessitates both designers and other participants to flexibly adapt
each characteristic into their design practice.
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Fifteen years ago, I began a design collaboration with Sarah Corona Berkin, a professor at
the Universidad de Guadalajara, and a group of Wixáritari teachers and community
leaders in San Miguel Huaixtita, Jalisco, México. My students at the University of
Florida and I worked with Corona Berkin in the classroom and with the Wixáritari in
San Miguel Huaixtita, to create a new cultural artifact—a calendar—with and for the
community. This project started me on a path working with Indigenous groups in
various parts of México to bring western design concepts into conversation with
Indigenous epistemologies. In subsequent collaborative projects, in which
contemporary Indigenous people have sought design for their products and services, I
and my students have sought to decenter our western approaches to design, and to
make design available and vulnerable in the face of knowledges and practices that are
central to those with whom we work. We are guided by dialogue with the goal of
mutual transformation as we make many centers visible. Here I share some lessons
learned on the relationship between western design and Indigenous epistemologies,
and about how design itself should be transformed by such encounters as we create un
mundo donde quepan muchos mundos.
Indigenous, dialogue, codesign, horizontal design

1. Transcript of Pivot 2020 presentation
Introduction
Hello, my name is Maria Rogal. Many thanks to the Pivot 2020 organizers and participants for their
labor to imagine a world of many centers. As a professor at the University of Florida, my research for
the past 15 years has focused on codesign and dialogue together with horizontal methods and
decolonizing concepts in an ongoing effort to address power imbalances. For Pivot 2020, I will share the
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

project that started me on the path which I travel today: working to bring Western design concepts into
conversation with Indigenous epistemologies and to shape design through this.

1.1. Overview of Process
This project is a collaboration with Sarah Corona Berkin at the Universidad de Guadalajara, Wixáritari
teachers and community leaders in San Miguel Huaixtita, and my students at the University of Florida.
This project uses codesign to enact design of the margins—on the periphery—simultaneously
recognizing autonomy and unequal modes of power in our practice. The Wixáritari observe natural
cycles and signs to guide activities but these do not correlate to exact days on the western calendar, so
tensions arise when, for example people living in urban centers need to return to their communities to
participate in rituals to plant or to harvest. Our goal was to introduce western Mexicans to Wixáritari
concept of time as well as to develop an artifact for the community. In essence, it would show that there
are many ways of knowing.

Figure 1: The Wixárika Calendar. The calendar introduced western Mexicans—youth in particular—to Wixáritari concepts of
time and served as an artifact for the community. Source: Maria Rogal.

Over ten months in 2005, my students at the University of Florida and I worked with Sarah in the
classroom. And then, Cassie, Avery, and I accompanied Sarah to San Miguel. Working in context—in
dialogue— with the Wixáritari teachers, community leaders, and youth allowed us to learn significant
aspects about their concepts of time.
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Figure 2: The calendar was reprinted for 2017 in recognition of the community’s ongoing efforts to combat discrimination in
México. Here it is on display in the Centro Educativo Tatuutsí Maxakwaxi. Source: Sarah Corona Berkin

We then translated those concepts into designs for them to use. The resulting calendar was a codesigned
artifact which the community approved to represent their story of time—understanding what was hereto-fore an oral tradition—was now written by them to share with others. Physically, the natural signs
which guide the wixaritári rituals and practices are central and revolve around the five colors of corn. The
western calendar is on the margins.

1.2. Takeaways
The key questions we western designers must constantly ask is how might we decenter our approaches
to design and how might we make design available and vulnerable in the face of knowledges and
practices that are central to those with whom we work? We can do this through dialogue, which
manifests itself in many ways—spoken, visual, artistic, ritual, experience, and practice. It is central to
fostering and furthering respectful and participatory research and knowledge creation.
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Figure 3: (L) Itiama (Apolonia de la Cruz Ramírez) shares the story of sacred objects including their use and origins during our
field visit. Source: Maria Rogal.

Figure 4: With designers Cassie McDaniel and Avery Smith, Sarah Corona Berkin, and Wixáritari community leaders, teachers,
and students at the Escuela Secundaria Intercultural Bilingüe Tatuutsi Maxakwaxi in San Miguel Huaixtita. Source: Maria Rogal.

Horizontality is key to designing for the pluriverse. Dialogue is key to horizontality because it responds to
power insofar as it helps identify power systemically and between participants. This is the first step
toward recalibrating and re-balancing unequal relationships. Through dialogue, we can identify what is
important and foreground this—not what is just important to some but to everyone. And we can begin
to acknowledge how our contexts are multiple, political, and often defined by others. Beyond teaching
dialogic practices, I would offer my students a more thorough grounding in design’s foundational role in
the creation and communication of culture and power earlier—to recognize this in their own work and
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in order to design for complexity and context. I would work in context early, our interactions on site
allowed us to imagine this story, this artifact together. In these spaces, everyone can participate—
designers, partners, subject matter experts plus families and chance encounters. In order for everyone
has a seat at the table. I would get beyond the portfolio to the mission, to the purpose of our work,
acknowledging that, in coming together what we codesign is the result of all of us. It is neither one nor
the other but a new, dynamic thing. On behalf of those of us who have created this work in dialogue, I
hope we may continue to contribute to the pluriversal design/pluriversal world discourse.

2. Post-Pivot Response
Pivot was enlightening and joyful in the time of a global pandemic. My goals for participating were to
connect with a community of designers who have similar interests and orientations—mainly those
which bend towards equity—and to embrace knowledges across contexts. Pivot offered an opportunity
to learn from others, many whom I would not have encountered had this unconference not been virtual.
The many thoughtful questions posed by the Pivot participants in the chat—a benefit of this format is
more voices—here they identified just how important power and power relations are to our practice,
pedagogy, and scholarship as designers and collaborators. Power is central to the project I shared, and I
contribute a very brief reflection here, knowing the questions posed will inform both my reflections to
come as well as my teaching, scholarship, and practice.

2.1. Beginning
How do we begin projects working with people in communities that are not our own? My experience has
been to be invited by people in the community who already understand that design matters.
Sometimes these invitations are direct—for example, when I know someone in the community. Other
times they are indirect, as in the case here when I am connected through a network and, after some
negotiation, the collaboration is approved and supported by key stakeholders in the community. To
create the Wixárika calendar, I was introduced to Dr. Sarah Corona Berkin, then professor of
intercultural communications at the Universidad de Guadalajara, at an international intercultural
communication conference in Guadalajara. First, I had the social capital of a generous colleague of mine.
Second, the subject matter of my paper, “México: My, Your, Our Fantasy. The Problem of Flatness in
Intercultural Representations of Mexicanidad”, articulated how Mexican, and particularly Indigenous,
identity is fixed in mass media representations. This paper shared my mindset about identity, which was
central to the calendar project. After several conversations with Corona Berkin, she invited me to
participate in the calendar project conceived with the community of San Miguel Huaixtita. While her
social capital extended to me within the community—one that would have been impossible for me to
enter on my own—I had a professional obligation to her as I entered this project as she lent her
credibility. This was not negotiated, as such. If it were today, I would likely want to set clear expectations
with all participants through a negotiation process to make sure everyone was getting what they
needed. Nonetheless, at the time it did not occur to me although I had written many design contracts. I
understood this was a dialogue and we were walking this path together. We were fortunate in the
process and result and blessed by generosity from so many.

2.2. Negotiating in Context
One challenge of this project was to respectfully transform an oral history, originating in a specific
community, so that it could be accessible to a broader, intercultural audience in México while remaining
true to the community’s narrative. This required dialogue and negotiation between people in the
community to arrive at a version of the calendar that would accurately communicate their collective
story and history both visually and in writing. While there are always intricacies, thoughts in our head,
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and opinions we do not reveal, the approach between participants, including designers, articulated the
community had authority over their own story. The designers’ participation was not as a neutral form
giver, though. form giving based on listening, encouraging feedback, asking questions, and was one of
our roles. Although there is, from an outsiders’ perspective, an obvious power differential and one of
different privileges, one might pause to ask about these values and how power is understood within
communities. Presuming others don’t have power or agency is problematic.

2.3. Power Manifests in the Artifact
The first thing the viewer notes about the calendar is the juxtaposition of the western calendar’s dates
with a visual narrative of the Wixárika cosmovision. The back of the calendar communicates the story of
the seasons in writing. What was important to communicate was negotiated from within the
community—whose story it was to tell. The value of collaboration was to reveal how this story was
understood from a western perspective. So, there was a double or triple negotiation.

2.4. Summary
The brief reflections and lessons learned I shared in my presentation at Pivot 2020 were not only evident
as I reflected on my first codesigned project but were reinforced time and time again during multiple
other collaborations—which I also was invited to partner on—with contemporary Maya groups in the
Yucatán. My motivation was to learn how to work with people in context—something I thought
designers were missing in a traditional approach or confined to studios at the time—to learn how to
make things useful for and with people. It is an ongoing process, informed by working with people in
their communities, students, designer, other experts, and practitioners.
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From the act of ordinary humans in shaping the world around them, to a structuralized
professional practice, the perception and meaning of design has evolved. The institutional
and closed definition of design in the years since the industrial revolution has failed to
recognize the ingenious designs that come from the common man, the everyday designer.
These solutions are contextual, sustainable and affordable and a necessity, especially for
developing countries. This paper on the democratization of design seeks to recognize the
ingenuity of this ‘diffuse’ or non-expert design and present cases of a few successful and
path breaking innovations from the grassroots of India. It further explores the idea of a
democratized design world where everyone would design. It would not mean deprofessionalizing design, rather a new role for the designer as a facilitator to create this
new reality of a participative co-design process. As we increasingly take cognizance of the
impact of design in domains like businesses, organizations and even governance we are
already on our way to create a pluriverse of design which creates value through a
collective design capacity.
participative design; ingenious innovation; diffuse design; everyday designer

1. Introduction
Design is limitless, fluid and instinctive. Design is essentially an inherent skill, which has helped humans
deploy creativity to a specific end. Design is a tool - for sense making, problem solving and creating
meaning. It is what men and women use to shape the environment around them, make decisions and
meet their needs for survival.
Design itself is defined as the act of systemic problem solving. Victor Papanek, in his book Design for the
Real World, talks about how “design is basic to all human activities – the placing and patterning of any
act towards a desired goal constitutes a design process.” (Papanek, 1985)

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
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2. The Evolution of Design
Design has evolved from a shared consciousness of people and has shaped cultures across the globe.
From the way that cavemen identified and created tools and objects, to the markings on the cave walls
for identification and storytelling, design as an activity has been a prominent factor in the creation of
culture, economy, and society.
For instance, in Kutch, a desert region of Gujarat, India, the practice of designing traditional rural houses
is centred around the climate, culture, aesthetics and traditions. These “Bhunga” houses are made of
local materials such as clay and bamboo. The circular walls protect against sandstorms, are structurally
stable to resist impact of the frequent earthquakes in the region, and insulate the house in the harsh
weather. A unique feature of the houses are the colourful paintings on the exterior and decorative mud
and mirror work in the interiors. Like the Bhunga houses, every culture responded to their needs
indigenously and in the process created designs that responded to their cultural and climatic needs. This
design process was a part of the daily lives of common men and women.

Figure 1 The contextual design of the Bhunga houses of Kutch. Source: http://www.dsource.in/gallery/habitats-kutch-bhunga

It is with time that design became categorized as a professional practice, often “marginalized as an
artistic or aesthetic practice only, which obscured our awareness of all the designing that was going on
and did not fit that category,” according to Margolin’s analysis. (Heller, 2015)
This gave rise to the concept that American designer and author Victor Margolin calls the two ‘D’s of
design:
design, with the small ‘d’ – was acts of ordinary humans shaping the tools necessary for daily living,
which later transformed into
Design, with the capital ‘D’ - specialized and professionalized design which developed during the
industrial revolution to cater to mass production and mass communication, to which it is largely
associated with till date. (Margolin, 2015)
Since the industrial revolution and the subsequent institutionalization of design began in the West, the
lens with which design was viewed was western centric. The modern understanding of design thus failed
to take into account indigenous design practices of other cultures, such as Asia and Africa. The
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recognition of design in these regions was limited to an understanding of ‘craft practices.’ It is also at
this point that design became a professional practice and started to happen in silos. It did not recognize
the activities of those outside the community of designers. Design was only what they created for the
rest of the world to use. The distinction between the designer and the user was prominent.

3. Design without Designers
When design becomes the exclusive function of a few, it tends to overlook the natural designing ability
that exists in humans. Eminent industrial designer from India, S. Balaram points out that in everyday
innovations for everyday problems, common men and women have always invented ingenious designs.
Answers to real needs spring up from the people themselves. Innovative men from all walks of
life-the poorest street vendor, the social worker, the engineer, the craftsmen, and the teacher
are designers without being called so. One sees many such unknown designers whose design
products are available on pavements and in weekly open-air markets where poor people buy
household goods. They are all made individually by hand from waste or recycled or inexpensive
local materials. (Balaram, 2011)

3.1. Indian Ingenuity and Grassroots Innovation
There are millions of unknown designers in India’s towns and villages, who are on a constant endeavour
to create solutions to problems they see around them. These non-designers demonstrate India’s
ingenuity and contextual innovation in design:

3.1.1. Mansukhbhai’s Mitti Cool Refrigerator
Designed by Mansukhbhai, a businessman from Gujarat, Mitti Cool is a fridge for the common man of
India. It is made of clay, or ‘Mitti’ in Hindi, and requires no electricity to run. Hailing from a family of
traditional craftsmen, he used his indigenous knowledge of clay craft to transform traditional clay items
into modern and innovative designs for daily use. Inspired by the functionality of the humble clay pot or
surahi which is used to keep water cool, Mitti Cool was Mansukhbhai’s attempt to create a low-cost
product which worked the principle of evaporation to keep food fresh for days. As a grassroots
innovator, he has launched his own company with a range of earthen kitchen products and was
supported by the Grassroots Innovation Augmentation Network.

Figure 2 The Mitti Cool Refrigerator. Source: https://www.hindustantimes.com/brunch/awesome-new-ideas-for-a-bettertomorrow/story-UhJg3FKHLpIw79vo3ECbwO.html

240

3.1.2. Remya Jose’s Pedal washing machine
Remya Jose, when she was all of 14, designed and created a pedal powered washing machine which
runs without electricity and spins the clothes through a manual pedaling system. Made using recycled
bicycle parts, the machine makes doing laundry easier, even in the remotest of locations. She came up
with the idea while living in a small village in Kerala, where doing laundry meant going to the river and
washing clothes by hand. Jose invented her own solution by sketching the idea of her human powered
machine, finding spare parts and then going to the local auto shop mechanics who helped her weld the
machine together. The design replicates the functionality of a regular washing machine. It has a cylinder
which holds the laundry, and is connected to a bike chain and pedal system. It is a simple solution for
families without access to electricity. Jose’s invention was patented and even received a National Award
from the then President of India, Dr. Abdul Kalam. She now works with the National Innovation
Foundation of India.

Figure 3 The pedal powered washing machine. Source: https://www.homecrux.com/indian-school-girl-develops-pedal-poweredwashing-machine-runs-without-electricity/11894/

3.1.3. MJ Joseph’s Coconut Tree Climber
M J Joseph, a school dropout from rural Kerala, saw the difficulties faced by coconut pickers who
manually climbed the coconut trees to pluck the fruits from the top of the trees. He developed a safe
and simple device to address the issue of safety in doing the task. The machine consists of a hand grip
and two metal loops for holding the feet and propels with the alternate motion of the limbs. The device
can be used to climb other trees such as arecanut, or even electricity poles. The innovation inspired a
number of such improvisations in various parts of the country. He was assisted by the NIF and managed
to produce the device on a large scale and even have sales and distribution in other countries like the
USA, Maldives, Thailand, Australia, Brazil, and Mexico.
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Figure 4 MJ Joseph’s Coconut Tree Climber.
Source: https://www.thebetterindia.com/14439/innovation-tree-climber-nif-india-appachan/

3.2. Why India needs its Non-Designers
In 1958, Charles and Ray Eames were invited by the Indian government to visit India to explore the
problems of design. They toured various centres of design, handicrafts and manufacturing industry to
come up with a comprehensive ‘India Report’ which led to the establishment of the National Institute of
Design, Ahmedabad. Through the India Report they made various observations about the state of
economy and production and recognized the ingenuity of design in the ‘lota’ or a round water pot which
is found across the Indian subcontinent in various forms and materials. They stated in the report,
Of course, no one man could have possibly designed the Lota. The number of combinations of
factors to be considered gets to be astronomical – no one man designed the Lota but many men
over many generations. Many individuals represented in their own way through something they
may have added or may have removed or through some quality of which they were particularly
aware. (Eames & Eames, 1958)
A humble yet functional object like the lota, which has been a product of common design knowledge
and practice, illustrates how common men and women have collectively, and sub consciously, been a
part of the design process to respond to their cultural, environmental and functional needs.
In the Indian context, with varying socio-economic realities, these designs of everyday life are essential
because they are inexpensive and locally sourced. Grassroot innovations have recognized the needs that
modern design and technology often overlook. At a point when the world is struggling with excessive
globalization and a monotonous uniformity, innovations such as the Mitti Cool refrigerator teach us to
look inwards, rather than outwards for solutions and means. It is from the grassroots that the real needs
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arise. This process of ingenious solution finding has been in every sense inclusive, affordable, contextual
and sustainable.
At the same time, in India we have a specific category called “jugaad”. It refers to frugal innovation and
the ability of us Indians to improvise quickly and cheaply with available resources at hand. As Nelson –
who authored Jugaad Yatra: Exploring the Indian Art of Problem Solving – says, “When you couple this
resourcefulness borne from hardship with India’s competitive culture, you’re going to get different
solutions than you would elsewhere” (cited in Koch, 2018). We often see examples of irons used to
barbecue meat or laptop screens doubling as shaving mirrors.
The question remains: where does one draw the line between ingenious design and frugal innovation? Is
jugaad design, or is it at most an effective make-shift solution to ‘fix a problem’?

4. What happens when everyone designs?
Such as in the case of jugaad, frugal design and innovation can lead to problems such as neglect of
safety, standards and the performance of the design in the long run. Therefore, the world will still need
the ‘expert’ designer.

3.1. Manzini’s Expert and Diffuse Design
Ezio Manzini elaborated on the categories of design as the ‘diffuse’ design put into play by nonexperts
with their natural designing capacity, and ‘expert’ design, practiced by trained professional designers.
Manzini proposes that non-expert or diffuse design can co-exist with expert design to create a collective
designing capacity. According to him the ‘design mode’ would be dominant in all fields, at all levels of
human activity and for every kind of subject, whether individual or collective.
This panorama is also the space in which the relationship between diffuse design and expert
design will go on stage: a relationship that will develop as the two kinds of design work together
to solve the many and diverse problems that our societies will have to face(Manzini, 2015).
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3.2. Democratizing, not De-Professionalizing Design
The present circumstances don’t call for de-professionalizing design, rather an approach to democratize
design. It is a paradigm shift to ‘public design’ which is more integrated with the needs of the society.
It’s a process of looking inwards, and finding inclusive and contextual solutions. This is where the user
becomes the designer, and design become democratized.
Margolin thinks of design as democracy because it sets a stage on which diverse actors can come
together and democratically collaborate in shaping their present and future world. It engages diverse
people and publics in co-design and co-production processes concerning different aspects of their
everyday life (Margolin, 2018).

5. The Way Forward: A Pluriverse of Design
Design, to a large extent, is already an open field with almost no entry barriers. This has made possible
the existence of multiple approaches to solving problems through design.
As we increasingly take cognizance of the impact of design in domains like businesses, organizations and
even governance we are coming to a world which creates value through a collective design capacity.
Chair at IDEO, Tim Brown rightly said, “what we need is an approach to innovation that is powerful,
effective, and broadly accessible, that can be integrated into all aspects of business and society.”
(Brown, 2009)
To democratize design, the designer would be a facilitator to create a new reality of co-creation,
participative and public design. I suggest a three-pronged approach to democratize design:
•

Recognition of design that exists beyond the boundaries of the profession. “The industry needs to
be convinced that design is not exclusively formal and that it can mean actual enterprising in
addition to profit” (Balaram, 2011). It would also entail the layman recognizing the presence of
design in their everyday processes and object. It can be done by making the public, industry and
government aware of good design and practices.

•

Access. Once recognized, the tools of design can be made accessible through methods of cocreation and participation. Tim Brown says:
I believe that [the mechanisms] fundamentally lie in getting the tools of design, both the
methodology, the mindset, and literally the physical tools of design into the hands of many
many more people. When you only have a single, central point of control, as the designer or
architect, you will inevitably get a linear top-down design solution. But if you put the tools of
design into the hands of many more people, then you will get something that is emergent
and bottom-up. That is the fundamental principle in my opinion; you need to literally
democratize the tools of design so that many more people in these complex situations, such
as cities, can actually participate in design. (Brown, 2009)

•

Necessity. With recognition and access to design, it becomes an inevitable part of every process,
product and interaction. It means creating more opportunities to apply design solutions to a wider
range of problems around us, and empowering the “real people who exist in remote villages and
roadless small towns, slums and crowded footpaths of cities.” (Balaram, 2011)
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This research paper looks repair and repairpersons as propagators of design for
sustainability. The idea of discard, upgrade, consumerism and mono-cultural globalized
world of objects is forever questioned through the idea of longevity, repurpose and
customization. Originating in adversity, due to scarcity and as coping mechanisms, these
localized solutions afford us designers the pluriverse - many worlds together. The paper
also tries to define what could be open-design and longevity in design through case
studies of a street tailor and a cobbler, in the city of Ahmedabad, India. The repairperson
as designer through examples of repair, recycle, repurpose and reuse give add to the
sustainability paradigm and the generate a new value of things. These case studies could
be used to develop a framework for inclusive design actions through acceptance of
multiple worlds of making. This could also equip designers and design educators for new
methodologies of coping in uncertain futures.
Repair as design; resourcefulness; design in the real world; open-design

1. Diverse worlds
The pandemic has been a time of resource scarcity. It is also a time of realisation that there exist in
pluralities and diversities of living not only in densely populated resource scare poor nations, but in
every locale, and these diversities are providing us coping mechanisms. Besides material needs it has
been for many a time of not being able to meet and travel – resources humans need to be social. The
need to create foods that one purchased easily at street corners was reinvented with scarce ingredients.
Schooling and businesses became online, the notion of travel and physicality so ingrained in us as the
only possibility to conduct work, even in my very material production oriented textile industry, got
redesigned. Indian weddings that could not happen without endless guests, festivals and gathering that
meant everyone in close jostling spaces, have all undergone change, have all been redesigned. Being
social is a now a video call, live streaming with chat option. In this redesign of the classroom, the
boardroom and even this conference there is an inclusion. This conference in New Orleans moves online
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
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and remotely connecting participants from across the global. For some of us scheduling travel days,
jetlag, leave from work and family and the economic costs of doing this would have prevented
participation. So would one call this remote Pivot Conference a coping mechanism, a make-do, a future,
a creation of another world, a virtual connected inclusive democratic world. Every difficult situation
gives us opportunities to recreate and redesign models of being that were taken to be a norm.
For much of the global south, colonial histories have created world of material resource scarcity, dense
populations and economic deprivation. In the light of this, these worlds have responded through various
coping mechanisms from doing without to making do.
Ingenuity, a spirit of enterprise and innovation, has helped most Indians, particularly those at the
bottom of the socioeconomic ladder, survive strangulating economic policies. (Birtchnell, 2011).
One of these ingenuities is repair. In this world of constant upgrade and innumerable choices discard is
the new norm. Repair a scarcely heard word in the globalised city, new is cheaper and easy buying an
option in this world. However, for a larger part of India, repair is the only form of possessing a gadget,
an accessory, a home appliance or even a car. Repair is a way of life in scarcity.
The notion of repurpose and reuse has long been the staple of mainstream sustainability narrative.
However there may be other values and worldviews driving this repurpose and reuse. Escobar makes a
case for the pluriverse drawing on the Zapatistas acceptance of many worlds imagined together, there
are many places on this earth where this holds true. It is for designer to determine how to influence
design from these diversities and how to create new alternative identities all together. What does a
world in which many worlds fit look like? What is needed to create this reality? Who is needed to create
this? How does it operate? This paper argues that one of the imageries of these diversities is repair.

2. Repair as resourcefulness
Repair allows a world of not discarding, a world of customisation, of adapting, of second lives, of
longevity, an attitude of eternity and not temporality. An attitude of discard has pervaded our world in
everything from clothes, personal goods, cars to houses. Through working with notion of repair, recycle,
repurpose and reuse through case studies of a street tailor, a mobile repair shop, car mechanics and a
cobbler, in the city of Ahmedabad, India, one questions ‘What is design for continuity, design that
transforms and evolves with ageing?
An important aspect of keeping continuity, longevity and second life of things is repair, is repurposing,
that which was a clothing, at end of life metamorphoses to become a bag, metamorphoses yet again to
become a rug. All along it ages with wear and tear, disintegrates, fades and transform every time into
something new. Located ubiquitously in the nooks and crannies of the city’s pavements repair-persons,
cobblers, street tailors, mechanics, form an invisible workforce that keeps the repair, reuse and recycle
narratives plausible and real in this part of the world.
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Figure 1 and Figure 2 The cobblers sit in busy junctions especially near office spaces. Figure 3 The tailor sits in the shelter of a
tree receded and near a mixed-used (residential with shops) area.

Two of the case studies involved -- a street tailor and a cobbler. The tailor specializes in repair of
clothing. Most often he gets to repair a torn zip, a worn-out short collar, a trouser that needs a length
change, or loosen trouser or a blouse. There is also hierarchy in repair, the length change being most
commonly seen and understood as a skill the least experienced can accomplish to the loosening of a
readymade trouser or a sari blouse as most skilled. On rare occasions the tailor also gets to make
instead of just mend. However, he considers his mending as his making. It is in giving a new lease of life
to a clothing that he gives greatest expression to his skillfulness and decision-making. In this space for
innovation and creativity one notices his choice of matching. This is a value held of utmost importance,
for the repair must remain least conspicuous. Unlike visible mending, and unlimited tutorials on it, that
has been a movement for proclaiming values of sustainability by the newly conscious fashionista.
The cobbler sits outside a busy commercial junction, his main occupation is shoe shining for the office
employees and shoppers visiting the large office complex, on the pavement of which he locates himself.
A chunk of business comes from repair of wear and tears – a worn-off sole, a torn slipper, a buckle
coming off. It is in this repair that one observes his ingenuity. Mostly he does not have an exact
matching material, colour, texture. However, it in this one notices the dexterity in choice of material and
the skill with which he makes the pair seem one, matching the original to the repaired, no matter the
nature of repair. Shoes are no longer handcrafted by cobblers they are mass-produced in factories.
Therefore, handmade shoe-making has become artisanal and bespoke, however in giving an old worn
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and torn shoe another few years of lease life one can see interesting use of found selected materials and
the aesthetical decisions in putting them to use.
Repair may stem out of scarcity – however the value system in this action response that design could
learn much from are a world of not discarding. This itself could be of many plural kinds it could be a
world of customisation, or a world of adapting, a world of second lives and of longevity, a world of
resourcefulness in face of resourcelessness, and an attitude of eternity and not temporality. The space
of repairpersons, like that of maker communities, is about stepping back, slowing down, meaningful
interrelationships, shared knowing, of being located, of understanding complexity.

3. Design for continuity
Design has long valued design that transforms and evolves with ageing. There has also been a design
alliance on temporality and constantly creating a new object of desire for the clueless user, fuelled by
capitalist dreams of constantly increasing market share and production. The Japanese technique of
reinforcing old cloth through layering and stitch work called Wabi Sabi and much closer home the
Kantha are both techniques of valuing changes that will be brought by the element of weathering. This
value of design contrasts with that of reusing and repurposing as seen in the Gee’s Bend quilts or that in
making a bag out of an old denim pant. Similarly, open source design holds values of empowering the
user to be able to make changes to the object or systems according to her needs and preferences, while
adapted from software coding, it is demonstrated in products like Fair-phone. The Fair-phone brings to
fore ethics, of where with what and who makes our material goods for us, its larger concern has been
with ethics of slave mining. There are also design projects like the @restartproject that value
sustainability and product longevity through repair, especially in the context of apple products. While
challenging the ethics and value that most electronics have now imbibed – planned obsolescence –
designed to not be tampered opened and fixed, design controlled by the maker and not the user. If
follows the Dieter Rams then frugality and appropriateness are principles of good design that should be
imbibed in our design practice, methods and outcomes. If one analyses carefully repair stems from the
values of frugality and appropriateness, this leads to the value of open-design, an imagining of
alternative worlds.

4. Repair as Design
Collaborative design (Manzini,2015), community making and materiality draws on diverse knowledges
that can inform design practice while aiming for new and diverse kinds of futures. The understanding of
collaborative community making and new forms of collaborative design can be broadened through a
study of repair culture. An understanding of the approaches repair-persons demonstrates that repair
and making-do due to resource scarcity is not just any kind of response to want and need, but it is a
design response. Repairpersons are creators in scarcity. An acceptance of street based vendor
community of repairers as designers in their own right, creators who add to the pluriverse, is the first
step towards democratization of design. The first step to develop a framework for inclusive design
actions through acceptance of other worlds of design to better equip designers for future uncertainties.
This case for the repair as design – is not just because a multitude of new potentialities repair allows an
material object to have, but for the values that repair as an approach can inform design. The crucial to
this are resource value, material value, skill value – that in turn create an object of value. Repair as a way
of life allows an alternative to how we have been designing. This could allow creation of more inclusive
formats of designing especially for and in context located and culturally relevant acts/spaces of making.
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It is important to talk about repair as an alternative worldview – for in a time when we are championing
open design, open source more design objects-things-services are becoming propriety. Design be it of
objects or systems or software are being created with the notion of planned obsolescence, shorter
fashion cycles, newer technology, use and discard. As the world economy dips, the market makes
greater attempts to add to this force. While with the pandemic the need for alternative force has
become more pronounced then ever. Repair is one world of many worlds and many locales – it offers
design many ways of designing. Crucially, when something is a make-do, just a stop gap, a fix-it it is at
the same time a doorway to potential new futures.
This work is located within the larger discourse of democratization of design, both as a designereducator from the global south; and as a formally trained designer working with traditionally learned
craft-makers. Disruptive action is needed to change the power imbalance, by introducing and accepting
constructs that are not just designerly but also craftpersonly, makerly, repairly. These case studies of
repairpersons form a part of the diverse references from indigenous practices, crafting and making
practices, tacit and experiential knowledges and cultural perspective that add to the global discourse of
pluriverse of design and collaborative design. The knowledge of alternative forms of making and repair
can alternatively inform design practice of making.
The learnings for design and designers from are another viewpoint of understanding the world, and
participating in it, and thus approaching its issues. In today’s world of many crises, pluralities of being
within the world will allow diversities in strategies to deal with them (Escobar, 2018). This would be one
direction for design to be informed by the south. New ways of designing that can be informed by placelocated approaches of repairpersons, build an understanding of alternative paradigms that can inform
design. They will define the paradigm changes that allow one to be able to be design democratically, and
democratise design.
These examples of urban commons allows one to step outside the existing boundaries of design
practice, and expand the boundaries of design. Individual perspectives drawn from repairpersons create
a shared worldview, value system of what can be called community of repairpersons – their ways of
sharing knowledge, storing their knowledge systems will add to design approaches to create
transformations in the world. The inclusion of the world of repairperson in the world of design can
inform and enhance the pluriverse of design. This is about a people and their basic rights of living and
earning, and the kind of working conditions they should have, it is about the situations we find ourselves
in when confronted with choices of discard and reuse – prolonging life of objects – things. It is about
valuing skillsets of crafting and beyond. It is about making the invisibles visible. It is about inclusion.
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Women have created alternative means of registering their own personal, as well as social,
collective memories and subjectivities in handcrafted, embroidered and other artisanal
technique female narratives. The 'embroidery community' of elderly women in the
Lagoinha Complex, a socially troubled urban area in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, has shown an
authentic resilient attitude against historical oppressions, such as discrimination related to
gender, ethnicity, education, social class, and ageism. This is a follow-up project from
"Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development" developed in 2018 and 2019, focused on raising
awareness and triggering discussions about the bonds established between design and
memory. It has brought to light the potential of the transformative and decolonizing praxis
in art and design teaching and learning process, research and outreach programs. It also
highlights the social, political and activist character of these interventions in order to
encourage communities to envisage and develop the necessary conditions for their wellbeing. Adopting the oral history approach, this action might promote the making of new
imagery narratives rooted in the territory. By means of participatory design, all participants
can act as co-researchers, and co-designers. We, as facilitators of this process, aim at
strengthening centers at the margins, by unlearning oppression and fostering autonomy.
Aging; oral history; participatory design; autonomy

1. Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development
We are in southeastern Brazil, in the city of Belo Horizonte. The Lagoinha Complex is a set of
neighborhoods located in the central region of our city. Due to the strategic geographical location, it
became a lodging point for travelers arriving in town. In the past, the area played an important role in
the economic and cultural development of the city, bringing together tailors, dressmakers, painters and
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
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artisans. It was also regarded as a historical bohemian site for its nightlife and musical performances,
notably samba. Alongside these cultural expressions, faith, and religious manifestations shaped its
cultural profile.
However, a series of transformations linked to road interventions undertaken in the region over decades
have reinforced, according to Moraes and Goulart (2002), "the interests of the expanding metropolis,
without seeking to mitigate the local social and economic impacts" (p. 55). At present, the region faces
serious problems such as the strong presence of crack users, insecurity, people living on the streets,
depredation of cultural heritage, and decline of local commerce.
Lack of effective public policies towards the Lagoinha Complex fuels this vicious cycle of degradation and
abandonment of the region. As a result, residents fail to develop an identity with this place and this fact
consequently undermines its history and memory. For this reason, in 2018, through the Social Design
Integrated Center of the Design School (CIDS/UEMG), we invited a group of female artisans to work with
us as co-researchers and co-designers in the project "Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development". We
started a series of meetings in which we worked on concepts such as memory, heritage, identity, and
contextualized and debated about their understanding of Participatory Design and Social Design.
In the first meetings, the feeling we identified in the group speeches was nostalgia and revolt due to the
lack of characterization of the neighborhood landscape caused by urban interventions. Most of the
region residents are elderly people who have experienced all these transformations, and see them as
responsible for the social problems. However, reports also emerged related to childhood and
adolescence in the area, to the time of youth, cultural practices, and religiosity that also demonstrated
the bond and the feeling of belonging.
Because it is a region rich in history and culture that lives with many social problems, a series of
government initiatives and academic projects have happened in Lagoinha. Therefore, the Lagoinha
community is familiar with participating in projects of various kinds that seek solutions to the multiple
challenges present there. In the case of the "Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development" project, we
proposed to carry out an affective inventory, based on personal assets to the detriment of legitimate,
made patrimony, or museum cultural assets by government bodies.
Then, we held a series of meetings, whose goals were to raise awareness and collect narratives,
according to the Human-Centered Design approach (IDEO, 2011), it corresponds to the listening stage.
We moved on to the creation stage, in which we came up with a burning question: "How can memory
and heritage be raw materials to transform the present and shape the future?". From that moment on,
we divided the group into four subgroups that discussed and proposed different actions: the production
of a short film, a newspaper, a calendar and a kit of postcards, all products designed with the purpose of
changing the stigma of the region, narrating what is still meaningful to the community.
They chose to develop a series of postcards. Then, we proceeded to the implementation stage. We knew
we would produce postcards, but we didn't recognize which images would compose the cards. We
debated about what we hoped to promote with postcards. Using yesterday images which no longer
exist, or current scenes showing a decadent and abandoned place, would we be able to mobilize
perceptions and help to change the stigma of the region? Or would we risk reinforcing it?
As we had focused on life narratives through images, objects and personal assets, we chose to work with
photographs and the photo-collage technique, thus representing both personal and territorial heritage
and history. Having made the decision in a collaborative way, we organized a workshop to produce these
photo-collages in which the participants created images that were applied to the postcards.
The autobiographical narratives that appeared in the collages revealed several meanings and
perceptions related to the neighborhood: some images expressed the abandonment of the built
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heritage, showing dilapidated historical buildings; others favored religiosity, including pictures of Catholic
devotion saints and manifestations of religions of Afro-Brazilian origin; some chose to include their
family photographs and images of the alleys of Lagoinha, others images of the group itself throughout
the project.
The postcards were then printed and distributed to the group to be sent by post, extending its reach,
producing critical and at the same time, positive narratives based on women’s perceptions. Distinct
images from those produced in the collective imagination and based only on the negative stigma of drug
use, danger, and marginality.

Figure 1. Photo collage of Marcia Araújo
Figure 2. Photo collage of Geracina Hilária da Silva

The process with this group of women was developed throughout 2018 and 2019. Nonetheless, we also
had the opportunity to hold a photo-collage workshop with a group of children and teenagers from the
region who attend the NGO Pedra Viva (Living Stone NGO), a non-profit association that works by
promoting educational and professional training actions addressed to families in socially vulnerable
situations that inhabit the region. We were able to perceive, through the collages created by this other
age group, the choice of images that reveal different perceptions of the neighborhood and its history,
more focused on the present and the future, youthful desires, and aspirations.
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Figure 3. Photo collage of Júlia Fróes de Abreu
Figure 4. Photo collage of Felipe Augusto dos Reis Costa

In both experiences, the autobiographical narratives were present, intertwined with the local stories,
revealing deep personal relationships with the territory and the importance of the social bonds built
there daily. We agree with the Brazilian humanist geographer Milton Santos when he states that the
The place is not merely a framework of life, but a lived space, that is, a space of an alwaysrenovated experience. At the same time, this renovation permits both the revaluation of
heritages and the questioning of present and future. The existence in that space exerts a
revelatory role in relation to the world. (Santos, 2017, p. 62)
We understand, from the experience with the women group in Lagoinha, most of them are craftswomen
who master several techniques using threads and needles, such as embroidery, knitting, crochet,
tapestry, among others. We found that this group of artisans also functions as a mutual support group in
facing daily challenges, especially the different forms of oppression and prejudices related to gender,
age, ethnicity, social class, and education level.

2. Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city
Therefore, as a follow-up to the "Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development" project, in 2020, we have
prepared the outreach project "Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city." We anticipate
weekly meetings with this 'embroidery community' to the project,' collecting life narratives from
generative themes defined by the group and materialized using artisanal embroidery techniques.
The work with photo-collages has broken some paradigms as we encouraged the inclusion of
photographs and personal narratives. The proposal was to create images that represent the
neighborhood in which they live, the houses, the alleys, their families, the conflicts, and other
autobiographical elements. This proposal came from the perception that, despite mastering many craft
techniques and executing them perfectly, the images that often appear in their handicrafts do not
represent local culture and identity. On the contrary, they generally contemplate neutral themes such as
floral motifs, or reproduce images like dolls with European features and other ready-made drawings
usually extracted from craft magazines. As Paulo Freire pointed out,
When the dominated classes reproduce the dominators' lifestyle, it is that the dominators
live ‘in’ the dominated. The dominated cannot repel dominators except by distancing
themselves from them. Only then can they recognize themselves as their antithesis (Freire,
1979, s / p).
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Besides the concern with the sale of these embroideries, applied to useful products such as pillows, tea
towels, tray liners, which guarantees these women a complement to the family income, we observed
subdued way of looking and producing images which, we believe, needs to be problematized.
Our work as Visual Arts professors allows us to assert that art education in our country is still strongly
influenced by European and North American aesthetics. In a broader context - and despite the significant
advances achieved in the last decades by engaged art educators - the teaching and learning of Art in
Brazilian Schools still prioritizes foreign artistic production. As an aggravating factor, we are influenced
by the North American pop culture: our thoughts, perspectives and course of actions within primary
school contexts are still colonized and colonizing.
Furthermore, why do we consider it essential to set in motion a pedagogy committed to the
decolonization of thought and ways of making and producing images in the fields of participatory Art and
Design with communities? With Arturo Escobar, we corroborate that
Each design activity must begin with the premise that every person or group is a practitioner
of their knowledge and, from there, examine how people understand their reality. This
ethical and political principle is at the base of autonomy and autonomous Design
(conventional planning, on the contrary, is based on making people practice the knowledge
of others, the "experts"). (Escobar, 2016, p. 210)
However, when we were about to implement the project, social isolation was decreed due to the COVID19 pandemic. We were paralyzed, trying to understand the reality that was abruptly imposed on all of us
and adapt to new behaviors and care, to avoid contamination by Sars-CoV-2. Moreover, besides this, we
were faced with lack of reliable information, the inconsistency and ineffectiveness of governmental
actions to face the pandemic, cases of diversion of resources destined to fight the spread of the disease
and political disputes that would only potentially worsen the situation of the pandemic in our country.
Furthermore, there are always the most vulnerable groups... As Santos states,
Any quarantine is always discriminatory, more difficult for some social groups than for
others (...) They are the groups that have a particular vulnerability in common that precedes
the quarantine and worsens with it. Such groups make up what I call the South. (...) the
South does not designate a geographical space. It identifies political, social, and cultural
space-time. It is a metaphor for unjust human suffering caused by capitalist exploitation,
racial, and sexual discrimination. (Santos, 2020, s / p.)
The situation is even more complicated for women, and even more so for the elderly, the leading risk
group. When we kept away from women, we made some phone calls to find out how they were feeling
and facing the situation. In these contacts, we were able to ascertain that many were facing problems of
different natures in their home environments and that they missed the coexistence promoted in gym
classes, craft workshops, and cultural activities that they were used to attending. They also declared that
they miss leaving home, seeing people, walking and feeling the street movement.
The neighborhood is a part of the city where the elderly are better accepted, where they feel safe and
meet people they know, a place where they weave meaningful social relationships to maintain life. In
Brazil, elderly people already have their sociability spaces limited by issues such as mobility difficulties,
fear of violence, and the risk of falls. A disrespectful treatment that they sometimes receive for age
prejudices. With social isolation due to the COVID-19 pandemic, even the living spaces woven in the
vicinity are prohibited. Nonetheless, as Escobar points out,
the basic system of relationships has to be maintained by the community to preserve its
autopoiesis, that is, its capacity for self-creation. Autonomy is the name given to this process
(Escobar, 2006, p. 208).
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Therefore, we decided to start the project "Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city"
remotely. Through the Web for Life Institutional Program, with the support of the State University of
Minas Gerais, we adapted the project actions and started the interviews by phone and individually.
Many of the participants do not have cell phones with an internet connection or are not even familiar
with technology. We created a tool kit with the necessary materials for the production of the embroidery
that we send to the participants and that include some mediation material such as generative questions,
images and poetic instigations in order to foster reflection about personal trajectories, such as life in
social isolation, the challenges faced in the present, and the yearnings and anxieties generated by
unpredictability concerning the future.
This toolkit, which also includes protection and self-care and well-being promoting items, was specially
designed for this small group as an invitation to craft as a way of recording personal narratives linked to
the territory. The embroideries will possibly show multiple territorialities: both those already rooted in
the neighborhood and expressed concretely, as well as those that emerge in the form of emotions and
feelings such as missing life outdoors and walking freely on the streets among other memories and
subjectivities that will be activated and that they can materialize through crafts.
As a way to stimulate the production of authentic images instead of using ready-made models, we chose
to work with personal photographs selected by the participants to be embroidered, revealing feelings,
emotions, relationships, traumas, desires. The process from the choice of the image itself, to the option
of what to highlight in that image, revealing something that is already there or creating something new.
We agree with Escobar when he says that
What the community designs is, in the first instance, a system of research or learning about
itself. As designers, we can become 'co-researchers' with the community, but it is the
community that investigates its reality in the co-design process (Escobar, 2016 p. 210).
These embroidered photographs begin to show more authentic aesthetics, individual identities from the
Lagoinha Complex.
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Figures 5, 6, 7 e 8. Embroidered photographs of Neide Araújo e Maria Goretti André Oliveira.

The project "Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city" is just beginning, but it already
demonstrates its potential in creating a network of women in the creation of symbolic cartography that,
from the personal geographies expressed in the body, in the wrinkles, bulging veins, senile marks,
calluses, scars, and hand lines, be able to question the present, claim conditions for well-being and
redraw, with communal memories, the human and affective geography of the neighborhood and the
city.
The project “Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city” was approved of and is financed
by the Extension Support Program of the State University of Minas Gerais (PAEx / UEMG) and is also linked
to the Web for Life Institutional Program: Support actions to face COVID-19. The Program Web for Life
(Trama pela Vida) aims to encompass, integrate and support actions to coping with the COVID-19
pandemic built through outreach actions that encourage health care, promote social distancing, articulate
means of protection for citizens and all ways of dealing with the pandemic.
Community members who participated in the projects as co-authors, co-researchers and co- designers:
Adélia Mendes; Ana Beatriz Mendes Ruas; Ana Tereza Minchilo; Arthur Reis Corrêa; Beatriz de Assis; Edir
Machado; Elisabete Azevedo Czarnobai; Ephigênia dos Santos; Eva Ribeiro da Silva; Felipe Augusto dos
Reis Costa; Geracina Hilária da Silva; Gustavo Oliveira Valadão; Helena Aquino Lima Pinheiro; Irene dos
Santos; Jamir Valverdes Pinto; João Pedro Oliveira de Melo; Josué Pedro Gonçalves Cassiano; Júlia Borges
de Souza; Júlia Fróes de Abreu; Kiara Kathlen; Aparecida de Jesus Maciel; Ludmilla das Mercês Figueiredo;
Luiz Gustavo Dias Cordeiro; Márcia Araújo; Maria Antonieta Alves dos Santos; Maria Bernadete Santeiro
Inocencio; Maria da Conceição Augusto; Maria das Graças Ferraz; Maria de Lourdes L. Souza; Maria Enilda
Garbocci Ferreira; Maria Gabriela das Dores de Jesus; Maria Goretti André Oliveira; Maria Laura Oliveira;
Maria Ramos; Marlene Terezinha Feliciano; Maurício Yeferson Rivas; Nádia Mansur; Neide dos Reis Araújo;
Raí Chagas Carvalho; Rodrigo dos Santos Cesário; Teófila Salles; Terezinha de Jesus; Wander Leonardo de
Paula Santos and Yorran Nicolas Alves de Jesus Maciel.
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This short paper explores my work to start a Feminist Design Think Tank that will address
wicked socio-economic problems through feminist technology. I introduce the thinking
behind the initiative and reflections and recent work since presenting the idea at Pivot
2020. The proposed Think Tank will bring together members from different design fields
and working in different countries and contexts to engage in applied design and research
through design projects. Built on feminist foundations itself, the Think Tank will create a
counter narrative in design, breaking from problematic foundations and norms such as
presumed professional neutrality that excludes many voices, forms of knowledge and
aesthetics including the female and feminine, understood in their broadest and
intersectional forms. Work in the Think Tank will be rooted in an alternative economy and
support social and economic sustainability through the feminist lenses applied to practice.
The Think Tank will contribute socially and theoretically through its many applied research
projects and through the structure of the Think Tank itself, an experiment in new design
economies and applied feminist design practice.
Feminist design; socio-economic sustainability; alternative economies; wellbeing

1. Introduction
My talk at Pivot 2020 explored my work to start a Feminist Design Think Tank. The aim of this
presentation was to discuss the idea with other design researchers, challenge and build-on the research
plan, and potentially find new collaborators. This short paper introduces the thinking behind the
initiative, my post-conference reflections and the work that has happened since the conference.
My vision for the Think Tank is based on a critique of mainstream industrial design practice and my value
for feminist perspectives in industrial design informed by my previous research on the topic (see
Prochner, 2018; Prochner & Marchand, 2018). Broadly speaking, the proposed Feminist Design Think
Tank will address wicked socio-economic problems through feminist technology. It will help create a
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

counter narrative in design and highlight new possibilities, breaking from some patterns of inequity,
exclusion and exploitation and supporting different values through design practice and outputs. The
Feminist Design Think Tank will be a space to bring together design and research projects where
designer-members could collaborate on a project or work on their own. I’d like this to be a broad
collaboration with members from different design fields and working in different countries and contexts.
I’m an assistant professor of industrial and interaction design at Syracuse University, USA. Originally
from Montreal, Canada, I bring a Western and professional perspective to my work and draw on
feminist and queer thinking. My research and practice focus on socially and community-oriented
industrial design. This includes an emphasis on critical and feminist work as well as regional design
practice and professional communities. Considering the limits of my perspective—and any single
perspective for that matter—work in the think tank must be collaborative! In addition to incorporating a
variety of perspectives and knowledge, collaboration will allow the group to build-on ideas, work
together on projects and share work with each other and at conferences and in publications.

2. My vision for the Think Tank
At its core, the Feminist Design Think Tank will address wicked socio-economic problems through
feminist technology, artefacts that “enhance women’s ability to develop, expand, and express their
capacities” (Layne, 2010, p. 3). The Think Tank will have similarities to cooperatives and initiatives like
Matrix, Dyke Action Machine!, Fempower.tech and feminist hackerspaces and makerspaces. It will offer
a contemporary space and community for feminist design work, positioned between design practice and
design research. The work in this Think Tank will align with initiatives like critical design and design
activism while working hard to avoid the inaccessibility of some critical design (see, for example, Prado,
2014) and paternalistic approaches seen in some social justice by design work like Design for the Other
90%.
The Think Tank will engage in applied design and ‘research through design’ projects on topics of interest
to members where members will work from their own feminist perspectives. In planning the Think Tank
and with every project, the group will engage in self-reflection about positionality and privilege, work to
avoid the role of executor of transformation in design (Onafuwa, 2018), and be reflective about culture,
relationships, risk, precarity and impact (Akama & Yee, 2019).
The think tank is a reaction against problematic foundations and norms in industrial design, my
professional/academic background. This includes the presumed neutrality of design, while, at the same
time, excluding many voices, forms of knowledge and aesthetics including the female and feminine,
understood in their broadest and intersectional forms. The think tank is also a reaction to the emphasis
in industrial design on growth, high resource use and over consumption and related inequities,
exclusions and exploitations (see, for example, Boehnert, 2018).
The Feminist Design Think tank promises to help create a counter narrative and highlight new
possibilities in design, breaking from patterns of inequity, exclusion and exploitation and supporting
different values through design practice and outputs. The work will be rooted in an alternative economy
including projects based at universities and projects rooted in alternative organizations, businesses or
ways of working. Alternative economies include “politically motivated differentiations from the
mainstream economy” like design work in the public sector, non-profit organisations, grassroots
businesses, makerspaces, and designers engaged in creative time banking, fair-trade and open-source
work (Julier, 2017, p. 123).
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Broadly speaking, feminist perspectives identify systemic problems in industrial design based on the
presence of power and masculinity, unequal power dynamics between people and negative situations
facing women. They encourage grass-roots changes in the field that rely on actor interventions drawing
on women’s perspectives and/or feminist perspectives. Through my past research, I found that feminist
perspectives in industrial design often support:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Emphasizing human life and flourishing over output and growth
Following best practices in labor/ international production /trade
Choosing an empowering workspace
Engaging in non-hierarchical/ interdisciplinary/ collaborative work
Addressing user needs at multiple levels, including support for pleasure/ fun/ happiness
Creating thoughtful products for female users
Creating good jobs through production/ execution/ sale of the design solution
Among other things ...

So, in addition to countering problematic foundations and norms in design, the work in this Think Tank
will have value in its own right, supporting social sustainability through a focus on women/user
needs/health/diversity/quality of life and economic sustainability through an emphasis on accountability
and transparency in work and through fair labor and job creation.

3. Post-conference reflections and current work
I was thrilled by the reception of the project at Pivot 2020. Many conference participants joined the
initiative. We’ve been working together to plan the next steps of the project and have our first virtual
meeting coming up. There is particular interest within the group to use the Think Tank to share
resources and have feminist discussions.
At this point, the Think Tank will be a space for dialogue to explore feminist issues in relation to design;
an opportunity to meet new colleagues and initiate projects; and a space to share research projects and
get feedback on work. This will take place through a virtual community with a discussion board, regular
meetings and eventual larger-scale events like design showcases, co-publications, and conferences.
The group is growing and welcoming new members. Email me at iprochne@syr.edu if you’re interested
in getting involved. I’m excited to see where this project will take us.
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In this extended abstract I will draw on my experimental participatory design experiments
and develop a proposal for a decentred design role in transformation processes: the
imagination of Otherness. This concept is inspired by the political thinking of Deleuze and
Guattari and offers an alternative to the dichotomy majority vs. minority and, as I propose,
an alternative thinking model for political participation through design. It offers a way of
thinking design as engaged in and across multiple world makings – and not to think design
as an universal tool to engage marginalized minorities. I will outline my experience
working with fungi as partners in designing, which made me rethink my own assumptions
of the design process and the idea of “good participation”. The imagination of Otherness
is not only a perspective to understand the contingency of (political) design processes, but
also the multiple temporalities forming transformations.
More-than-human-centred-design; Otherness; becoming-minor; multiple temporalities

1. Introduction: Frictions of participation in transformation
In my work as a participatory designer promoting plural transformations one of the central guiding
concepts I encountered as the most challenging is the dichotomy of majority vs minority. As long as
transformations are understood as something that can be centrally administrated or managed, the
question of participation follows the idea of the majority inviting minorities. I found myself repeating
this pattern in my role as a designer working for participatory transformations, understanding myself as
a guiding facilitator inviting niche actors to participate in design activities like workshops at exhibitions,
maker fairs and hackathons (Popplow, 2020). I somehow assumed that these activities would provide
platforms to enhance the work and visibility of these niche actors. But I did not anticipate the irritations,
silences and head-on conflicts that provoked the decentering of my own position as a designer. I will
therefore introduce here the concept of common Otherness, developed from Deleuze and Guattari’s
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
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“becoming-minoritarian of everybody” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 106) that helped me to reframe the
dichotomy of minority vs majority underlying most participatory (design) practices and to understand
more productively the frictions I encountered in practice.

2. Fungutopia – designing with more-than-humans
My understanding of design was first thoroughly challenged through the experience of designing with
fungi. What if we understand fungi as actors in the design process? How to describe their role in the
design process? I started to call the necessarily different counterparts with which we relate in making
Others in order to distinguish them from the concepts of non-humans or more-than-humans. The two
latter are notions that presume the human primacy but also that seem paradoxically to forget about the
differences of human actors by unifying them under the umbrella of “the human.” But Others are not
necessarily non-humans, nor should they be read as other-than-normal, which is critically discussed in
the discourse around Othering. I don’t relate more in detail to the discourse of Othering (Hegel, de
Beauvoir, Said, Spivak) because I can’t see an alternative here to the majority/minority, in-group/outgroup dichotomy. As an alternative to these framings, I prefer to argue for imaginations of Otherness as
a process that Deleuze and Guattari called becoming-minor, a process which aims at multiplicity not
equality. It is an ongoing practice of realizing that every living and non-living being is one among others –
never superior. Comprehending fungi as collaborators and not material (and acting accordingly) is one
example of this process of becoming-minor.
Fungi are fruitful and challenging beings to think and make with: they are able to teach us multiplicity,
which has been used also by Deleuze as a central concept that could be read as the positive description
of becoming-minor. Fungi are always with others, with trees, plants, logs, bodies. And they are multiple
themselves; they are mycelium, spores, and sometimes, occasionally mushrooms. They defy our
thinking in categories of species, hierarchies. They are part of a global economy, but as Anna Tsing has
brilliantly shown, they challenge easy commodification and demonstrate multiple, alternative ways of
living in the ruins of global capitalism. Learning from collaborations with fungi, I argue in line with Tsing
that the quality of multiplicity or multispecies world-making (Tsing, 2015, p. 292) helps to challenge the
economic and political thinking and making which guides the narrative of the Anthropocene as well as
the narrative of design as a universal tool. Whenever I refer to Others with capital O, I therefore address
the process of becoming-minor, of being and acting in multiple relationships with living and non-living
beings.

3. Others & Otherness
This “becoming-minoritarian of everybody”, suggests a movement of decolonization. We are not the
Ones to include them, but we are all Others. “The problem is to never acquire the majority” (Deleuze &
Guattari, 1987). Participation understood as situated responsibility, as becoming-minor cannot be
inclusive in the sense of empowering marginalized groups. I cannot make someone participate, but I can
only become-minor myself, being Other among Others. I have to let go of the ambition to control Others
and the encounter with them. The hope in this perspective lies indeed in what PD practitioners frame as
mutual learning: a learning that is not based in actors becoming equals, being empowered to know
something that was perceived as a deficit before, but a learning based in the radical difference of all
actors, all being different – but also differently skilled. A learning among and in-between learners
(Ranciere, 1991).
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This Otherness should not be understood in the sense of a new dichotomy of us vs the others, but as
being-in-the-world as radical interpedently being among Others. I become with fungi, people, plastic,
idiots, concepts. I become with Others and through that I become Other to them. Otherness in that
sense is not something that divides us, that prefers one form of being over the other, or that needs one
normative description to describe every differentiation from that norm, as in more-than-human or nonhuman. Otherness, being multiple and not One, is what is common. And, it is never a fixed status. It’s
not something I can draw on but rather a constant becoming-with, a becoming-with-Others. I become
different. I will be changed through the encounter. I become transformed. Transformation thought
through an ecology of practices is inherent to being-in-the-world. But transformations come in various
degrees, and what they need is imagination, imagination of a common Otherness.
To participate in transformation, to become transformed is nothing we can plan or design intentionally,
but what we can do is engage and experiment in situations. Interacting with differently skilled others
and things in design processes could enable us to imagine ourselves acting differently, becoming Other.
It is an imagination of multiplicity, a multiplicity that Deleuze has called virtual: “[R]ather than
expressing abstract alternative possibilities, virtual multiplicity forms something like the real openness
to change that inheres in every particular situation” (Roffe, 2010, p. 182). All that we can do is to pay “as
much attention as possible” (Stengers, 2005) in every particular situation, to act in presence of Others.
Participation in transformations in that strong sense, “cannot be stipulated in advance” but needs “a
presence, an autobiography and a projected future” (Suchman, 2007).

4. Proposal: Becoming minor, transforming through imaginations &
frictions of Otherness
Deleuze and Guattari offered the concept of “becoming minor” as a radical alternative to the dichotomy
majority vs minority, which runs deep not only into the foundations of most participatory practices but
also into the postcolonial discourse itself. The oppressed self is constructed through the oppressing
Other, the majority identifies through the excluded others. The majority invites the minority to
participate and henceforth enforces the dichotomy. What if we radically reconsider this thinking
through a third alternative, a hybrid Other (Untalan, 2019) which Deleuze and Guattari have described
as “the becoming minoritarian of everyone”? The wording highlights the transitive and ongoing quality
of this alternative. Deleuze and Guattari do not aim at a fixed ontological construct or identity but want
to counteract the tendency to align everything to the norms of a central majority. They propose
therefore to imagine multiplicity as an alternative, the constant change of becoming with and through
others.
Struggling to describe my own transformations working as a codesigner within various community
settings, the concept of becoming minor helped me to frame the quality of these codesign practices as
imaginations of Otherness. What I experienced during the community-based making of mycelium bags,
in the discussions accompanying the collaborative prototyping for bicycle friendly cities but also in the
frictions of online-communication, silences of workshops participants and the disgust to engage with
“dirty matters” (Duque & Popplow, 2019) like fungal mycelium were “interstitial surprises” (Hobson &
Sajed, 2017). These moments were encounters with other knowledges, other ways of doing things,
other ways of being, and in the best case disruptions of routines that opened up a space to imagine
Otherness, perspectives to transform on micro as well as macro levels.
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Laura Popplow I am a European designer and researcher with a background both in
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between academia, art, design and activism, I now understand my practice and the
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267

TRANSCRIPTS

A Glossary for the Pluriverse
Transcript of Pivot 2020 presentation
MURPHY Laura
Tulane University, New Orleans
lmurphy2@tulane.edu
doi: 10.21606/pluriversal.2020.201

An illustrated Glossary for the Pluriverse aims for greater participation in co-creating
Pluriversal worlds that resist injustices and promote well-being and living in harmony with
nature. A-Z entries will capture different stances and ideas as “thinking tools”-- such as
the scientific “Anthropocene” and the post-structural “Anti-Politics Machine” to “Diffuse
Design”; “Commoning” and “Pachamama” as existing pathways; the “Networked Society”
representing our globally internet connected world; the “Pluriverse” itself; “Theory U” as
one pathway; “Zoonotic disease” as a challenge. These terms reflect different
epistemological and ontological stances; they arise in thought-provoking and dense
academic works, post-development dictionaries, and social movement manifestos. Some
are transdisciplinary, solution-seeking approaches. Many capture viewpoints of poststructuralist and post-colonial scholars (esp. from the Global South) who have been
challenging hegemonic ideas of “Development” (even the optimistic UN “SDGs”). To start,
this new glossary will offer short, accessible paragraphs in everyday English with
illustrations such as diagrams (Panarchy cycle) and scenes of nightmarish landscapes
(petrochemical complexes of southern Louisiana), as well as Pluriversal realities.
Pluriverse, post-structural, transdisciplinary, Coffee Time
Great. Thank you. I am just going to take a few minutes to share a project and a little bit about me. This
has been an incredible day and an incredible conference that started with Leslie’s concept six months
ago, and thanks to everybody for making this happen.
My concept, when I submitted an abstract, was we need to define all these things, and the review
committee gracefully got back to me and said yes, and you should read more. So, I have been reading
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

and that is the photo of a stack of books on my desk, underlined by the Oxford English Dictionary -because I am an analog person. Arturo Escobar’s Designs for the Pluriverse, Knowledges which
communicates Australian indigenous knowledge systems and forms of science, Lily Irani's book on
entrepreneurship in India, The Anti-Politics Machine by James Ferguson, A Post Development Dictionary
Pluriverse Edition by several scholars; and a whole bunch of other titles in there, Emergent Strategy at
the top (which actually came up in the chat box several times), Theory U and the Ecotopia Lexicon. That
is just the short stack that would fit. I am a scholar. I am a social scientist. I am trained as an engineer,
but none of that worked for me so I am constantly trying to figure out what my discipline is. I call myself
transdisciplinary.
I am thinking the project for a Glossary was a way to communicate in ordinary English the kinds of
concepts we are talking about: what is a pluriverse, what is knowledge? I will just say there is an A to Z
list, and you could read my abstract, which is on the program website. It starts with “Anthropocene”,
“Anti-Politics Machine”. Let me look at some of the terms … “Commoning”, “Pachamama”,
“Development” --which is something I have been teaching on for a while --, and all the way to “zoonotic
diseases”. So, I think we need a glossary.
I am inviting people to come in, to work on this together, and figure out what it is that we want to say
and how to communicate, and to whom. So obviously I am speaking in English, I have spent a lot of time
speaking in other languages, and I know that language is essential. I really appreciate
Jayasri’s presentation.
Here is a collage of images (in Figure 1); let me walk through it:

Figure 1: Photo Collage for “Glossary of the Pluriverse” coffee-time presentation

In the top left is an image of a sign with the quote “You deserve to be here” found in New Orleans, LA,
thanks to Rafe Steinhauer—we found in on a walk during the Fast 48 workshop in spring 2020
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In the top middle, a scene from a second line in New Orleans, February 2020 we hope to be able to do
these again.
In the top right, is another sign in New Orleans saying, “World’s End: Other Worlds Possible”. It is just
around the block from me as I go for a walk.
In the middle is an art piece sent to me by Shabu Mwangi, an artist of Viwandani, showing people of
Kibera and Mathari in Nairobi masked during COVID-19.
In the bottom left, is a loaf of bread baked by my son, who is in the UK, during the COVID epidemic. He’s
never baked before, and now he is sharing bread.
In the middle is a photo from a climate change protest led by Extinction Rebellion, called Climate Action,
that I attended in New Orleans last year. Climate is a huge issue.
In the left middle are books on a desk that inspired the glossary for the Pluriverse.
Andin the bottom right is the cover of one of the books that I was encouraged to read— “Constructing
the Pluriverse” by Walter Mignolo and others.
The point of this is …. The Pluriverse is with us already, if we can start to open our eyes and see it.
A Glossary will be a way to help people recognize that, and to highlight the good things are happening in
the midst of all the bad things.
Please get in touch with me. I want to open this up for questions to see where this goes.

References
Reiter, B. (ed) 2018. Constructing the Pluriverse: The Geopolitics of Knowledge. Duke University Press
About the Authors:
Laura Murphy, I am fascinated by human-environment-technology interactions and the
pursuit of transdisciplinary solutions to wicked problems. My research and teaching are
shaped by living, playing, and working around the world. I began unpacking sociocultural baggage in Jakarta (1980s). I gained respect for small-scale farmers as ‘aid
worker’ in Kenya. I missed the lives of real people behind the statistical analysis of
Ecuadorian Amazon deforestation (my 1990s dissertation). I am a middle-class, ablebodied, non-straight, white woman; still holding an American passport; a delighted
parent to a multi-cultural, multi-ethnic global citizen.
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Look at the world around you, virtually every single product in that room, every single
service you interact with, every app you open, has historically been designed by a group
of homogenous designers. What would the world look like if we had a more diverse
group of designers in the driver’s seat? To tackle that challenge I worked with Act in
Africa, a business accelerator based in Zimbabwe, to design and lead a program that
gave unemployed Zimbabweans the tools and opportunities to become design
researchers and to shift who held the power to design and world-shape in their society.
The program pushed the participants to go from learner to leader within a month. We
worked on a local challenge, ‘How might we improve public transport in Harare?’ as a
way for them to rapidly learn design research skills and apply their skills to their context.
We then worked with major local corporate clients in a design sprint where the
researchers practiced their skills and ran a real consulting project. We are running a
version two of the program this year and planning a scale-up to Zambia design research;
training; decolonizing design; community design.
Design research; training; decolonizing design; community design
I want everyone to just kind of take a second and look at the room around us, recognize that most of the
objects in that room were designed by a very homogeneous group of people. Currently, they are saying
the design industry is 73 percent White in the United States, and I also recognize
that I am a White woman, so this presentation is coming from a voice of an outsider and that
experience. But one of the things I started wondering about was what would our world look like with
more diverse designers in the driver's seat? How could our world be more responsive to more different
people's sets of needs if more indifferent people were designing it?
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

I got an opportunity to think about this in the practical sense when I got do a project in Zimbabwe. First,
I wanted to give you guys a bit of context on Zimbabwe because we never design in a vacuum.
Zimbabwe was a British colony and it became independent in the 1980s. It was handed over to Robert
Mugabe, who became a famed dictator that I think most of us have heard of. For a time, it went well,
and things were things were improving; health was improving, and education was improving, but then
he began amassing and centralizing power.
In 2000, he decided to redistribute land, which in theory should have been a good thing. I think it was
one percent of the white population owned almost all the farming land, so he wanted to redistribute it
to Black farmers. What ended up happening is that violence broke out. He did not stop it and so, even
though there was already racial tension, there is now a lot of deep racial tension in Zimbabwe because
of that, and they talk very openly about it. Also, [the land redistribution] was not done well; the Black
people that took over the land were not given the titles and then they were not able to access bank
loans, so they were not actually able to do very much with it [the land]. They had never done
commercial farming, so a lot of the land has ended up lying unused, which is part of the reason there is a
lot of famine in the country. Then, in 2017, freedom was won when Mugabe was taken out in a coup,
that no one will call a coup. Everyone was hoping that that would change things around and lead to
better times, but the economic tailspin persists. The country is in hyperinflation, currencies are routinely
failing, there is a gas shortage (it takes two days to fill up your tank), there is a lot of hunger, and 90%
unemployment. But at Conexion Studio we like tough problems.
When Act in Africa came to us, we were quite interested in what they were talking about. They wanted
to design. They have an accelerator that supports local start-ups in Zimbabwe and they wanted to train a
group of local people to be design researchers who could then support the startups in the accelerator as
well as start building out a massive design industry in the country. What we did was we designed a
three-week program that took participants from learners to leaders, and we did that through each step
of the way increasing independence.

Figure 1: ACT Program Design
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The first part was learnt by doing. I am really focused on teaching the design process and the design
tools but also professional skills, like how to work with clients and how to do kickoff meetings, through a
locally sourced challenge. We were focused on how we might improve public transportation in Harare,
the capital. Then they immediately went on to work to do actual consulting projects with corporate
clients to practice what they learned. We worked with some of the biggest corporations in Zimbabwe.
And then from there, they were the ones that were the best and the most skilled were pipelined into
the accelerator to work as design researchers for the startups that were in the accelerator.
The results that we had were thirteen [13] newly minted design researchers, four [4] consulting projects
with some of Zim’s [Zimbabwe’s] largest companies, and nine startups that were supported by local
consultants. We were supported in remotely, and we are going to do it again this year in a remote way
because of Covid [Covid-19] and everything like that.
Some of the learnings that we had from this program is that decolonizing design leads to better
innovation. I am an international development design consultant that gets flown all over the world to
understand context and come up with really innovative solutions, but people are actually from there just
understand the context in such a more profound way that they can skip over that whole step. and they
are already more embedded in what would be accessible, desirable, etc. So, they are able to come up
with better solutions than outsiders usually are.
The other learning is that with this process we can go from the traditional power structure of a white
Zimbabwe explaining to the black Zimbabweans how things are done, to a new power structure where
we are bringing the Black Zimbabweans in as professional leaders that are adding value to these large
organization organizations. It is really the designers in a society do hold a lot of power, and so if we shift
who the designers are, we also shift what the power where the power lies.

Figure 2: Key Learnings
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Another learning that we had is the process of designing builds bonds. In this photo, there is a majority
tribe and a minority tribe in Zimbabwe, they have also fought and shed blood between each other, and
we have people from the majority and the minority tribe, and we have a white Zimbabwean, all working
together collaborating in a horizontal relationship. You do not see this very much in Zimbabwe, so the
actual process of design can bring people together and have them cross over lines that they would not
cross in other spaces. But there is still work to be done.
One of the things that I am focused on now is how do we decolonize the tools that we use. A lot of the
frameworks and tools that we have we bring in from the global north, which is based on a certain
ideology. I am quite interested in how we can have people from different parts of the world and
different life experiences creating their own tools and upstreaming them into the global design
narrative. The other key part is focusing on community design. If we want design to really build bonds
and shift power, then we need to not just do the design process, we also need to focus on the
community design principles.

Figure 3: Community design principles used in the project.

What we practice is first building a shared identity. So how do we shift the identity away from my tribe
or the color of my skin or my ethnicity to I am a design researcher? By building that shared identity,
people can work together in a whole new way. The second part is creating mental and physical space for
interaction. Bringing people together, and have them work together over time, allows them to see the
other person as a person and ensuring those relationships are horizontal. It is not always the person
who is traditionally in power mentoring the person who is not traditionally in power. The third is
creating shared humanity. That is going beyond the professional identity and focusing on what do you
have in common, like “oh we are both creatives” and “oh we both have had this shared life experience”;
so actually designing for that into these types of programs.
That is, it. Let us connect. These talks have been interesting, and I am really hoping to continue the
conversation with all of you about anything. Thanks.
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How do collaborative design projects manage competing needs and power dynamics? In
this coffee time session, I will present a brief case study of a partnership among five K-12
public school districts in an inclusive R&D process to address a shared problem of practice.
This case study will illustrate multiple perspectives of participating stakeholders in order
to provoke a discussion around the challenges of prioritizing a clear end user and
navigating multiple centers of power. Students may be the clearest end user of R&D in
education: it is their learning experience that is intended to benefit from new
interventions. However some stakeholders focus on the role of school district leaders
(who are necessary for redesigning systems that support new interventions), teachers and
school principals (who play critical roles in implementing interventions and redesigned
systems), or parents and community members (who depend on successful outcomes from
the local school district). This tangled skein of perspectives provides a rich context for
discussion. How do pluriversal designers navigate such power dynamics? In what ways are
compulsory, public systems, like K-12 education, fundamentally projects of a one world
ontology, and how might we successfully decolonize design within such boundaries?
K-12 education; co-design; power dynamics

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Hi, my name is Colin Angevine I work as an independent consultant, facilitator, and researcher. In this
five-minute “coffee talk,” I will present a case study from a collaborative project in K-12 education in the
United States and hope to start a discussion. For clarity, I will begin with a preview of the discussion
prompts and then get into the case study with an overview and a few snapshots of diverse participant
perspectives. And then, with this context in place, revisit the discussion prompts.
So first, the prompts:
• How do collaborative design projects prioritize the true end-user?
• How do pluriversal designers navigate power dynamics in interdependent systems?
• And in what ways are compulsory, public systems, like K-12 education, fundamentally projects of what
Arturo Escobar calls a “one world” ontology, and how might we successfully decolonize design within
such boundaries?

The case study that I am going to introduce here began with some research with leaders of public school
districts in the United States to understand the most common challenges that they were facing. You can
take a look at some of the results of this research at the URL provided
[http://challengemap.digitalpromise.org]. Following this research, a team of educators, researchers, and
developers from across the country worked together for 18 months on one problem of practice that
emerged in order to better define it, research it, prototype, and test potential solutions to address this
challenge.
What was the challenge? It centered on the idea of real-world learning. As a challenge statement, the
team articulated that as: “How we might integrate authentic life relevant opportunities into school
learning experiences?” With the goal of creating learning opportunities at the points where high school
students and community partners meet, for example, internships, mentorships, and guest speakers. To
fast forward to the end, this team created two different tools and a handful of resources: a “builder” for
school administrators to create strategic frameworks for real-world learning; a “roadmap" for teachers
that provided turn-by-turn guidance on how to implement real-world learning experiences; and a suite
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of supporting resources beyond that. But the exciting work and the real questions here happened in the
messy collaboration that led to these outputs.

So, let’s take a closer look. To start, looking at what it means to connect students and local partners. In
facilitating these kinds of connections, teachers have plenty of questions: who should I bring into my
classroom? How do I prepare students and families? What does the community partner need to know in
order to collaborate successfully? And from the community partner perspective, they have questions
that begin with: how do I even communicate effectively with teenagers? But the questions here of how
do classrooms and community partners create meaningful learning experiences together happen in a
culture and a broader context that includes lots of different constituencies: the school buildings where
these activities would take place; the school districts that have policies and procedures that support or
don't support these things; the families and the communities surrounding all of this. And for each of
these constituencies there are different priorities and different challenges all in the mix. Students are
prioritizing challenges around the fact that their classes aren't relevant or engaging, meeting their
needs. Parents are prioritizing learning outcomes. Teachers have a million responsibilities, and so would
need professional support to implement something new like real world learning. Administrators are
accountable for safety and state testing and community partners might be interested but already have
other things taking up their time and would need meaningful support.

So among these different priorities and needs, how is it that collaborative design projects can prioritize
the true end user? And in doing that prioritizing, how do pluriversal designers navigate the power
dynamics that emerge? And then finally, given that this is all happening within an interdependent
system like K-12, education to what degree is that fundamentally a project of a one-world ontology, and
what would it mean to decolonize design within such a framework? This is a quick snapshot, and just
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one example, but hopefully it will ground us and something concrete as we explore these questions
together. I look forward to the conversation. Thanks!

About the Authors:
Colin Angevine is a white, cis-male, able-bodied, United States citizen based in Tacoma,
WA, who natively speaks English. These elements of his identity constitute layers of
privilege that have shaped the way he moves through the world. Furthermore, they are
reflective of those who historically have been gatekeepers and decision-makers in
traditional models of R&D for public education. The emergence of researcherpractitioner partnerships, co-design, user-centered design, and community-led design in
K-12 is decentering those who share that privilege to redistribute power more equitably.
Colin’s work as a facilitator, consultant, educator, and researcher supports this
transformation specifically, and the shared struggle toward social justice more generally.
Colin’s perspective draws from previous work experiences: as an educator (in middle and
high schools), a technologist (in edtech and legal tech startups), and as a researcher (in
graduate studies of Learning Sciences and Technologies). Prior to beginning an
independent consulting practice, Colin was the project director for Challenge
Collaboratives at Digital Promise, where he developed and facilitated new models for
R&D at the intersection of educators, researchers, and developers in education.
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Climate change is a phenomenon that cannot be ignored. The temperature of the Earth’s
surface has significantly increased during the last five decades, mainly due to the high
greenhouse gases triggered by the free advance of industrial processes. At the same time,
climate change has a severe impact on countries and cities with high economic and social
vulnerability, Latin America and the Caribbean being regions particularly fragile to
changes in temperature. At the same time, social inequalities and low capacity of
adaptation make these regions, territories highly sensitive to climate change. Hence, the
impacts to which we will be confronted will be a portrait of the growing socio-economic
and socio-territorial inequalities of the different regions of the world. It is essential that
the search for solutions to this global crisis is transversal to the fight against the social
inequalities by which we are challenged. As a result, it is necessary that the work towards
the mitigation and adaptation of the impacts of climate change is not reduced to decisionmaking processes carried out exclusively by hegemonic groups. Rather, solutions should
be developed from local communities and in conjunction with the spaces of production
of knowledge of the territories that are directly affected. Universities have a very
important role to play as organizations that form advanced human capital that synthesizes
territorial and global knowledge and in their role of transferring skills to communities. This
paper elaborates on the case study of the installation of Social Innovation Climate Action
Labs in the Global South and their implications on accelerating the adaptive capacity of
local communities.
keywords; Social innovation, global south climate action, climate change, living labs.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Figure 1 Introduction slide. source: authors

Hello everyone, Waldo’s here from the social change platform 2811. Why 28-11? because the 28th of
November 2015 Chile for the first time set sustainability as goal. Since then we have the aim of change
the reality, working with projects accelerating the social and ecological change.
2811 main purpose is to promote a regenerative development that rebuilds the social and ecological
breaks that we have caused.
Our goal is to produce conference proceedings that are professional and of a consistent quality,
therefore we appreciate you carefully following the instructions outlined in this guide. Please note that
papers not following paper formatting conference template guidelines may be excluded from the
conference proceedings.

Figure 2 Climate Action Labs. source: authors

282

One of our iconic projects we have today is the Climate Action Lab. A project where we are co-creating
social innovation labs for climate action among universities and local government foundations in the
global south.
We are doing this with a methodology of creating social innovation laboratories. This is linked to our
platform. A bit of a history about our platform (Social Innovation Lab), myself and Gabriela Carrasco five
years ago founded the social innovation labs at the Catholic University of Chile. Following that we take
the experience and start shaping and creating the social innovation laboratories for different universities
in Latin America. So, what is a social innovation lab?

Figure 3 Climate action lab approach to social innovation.

A social innovation lab is an experimental space. We take the typical approach of a social innovation, by
always listening to what is emerging in the ecosystems and what emerging at the societal level. Listen
with open ears to the society and ecosystem. Also, since social innovation labs are social experimental
place it has a systemic approach because it is rooted and embedded in the society; we must understand
the society in a more complex way. considering this idea of systemic understanding of the reality and
make sure to keep it a human Centered.
This is also quite useful when the social innovation laboratories are working with local communities, so
they stay focused on the people of the local communities. Really is embedded on the territories. This
territoriality approach emphasis on the sustainability of the projects and not just the environmental
aspect of the project. It also helps with the scalability issue that a lot of local social initiatives are facing
,so it gives also a sustainable approach of making local changes but at the same time scaling up those
local changes to other different territories .
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Figure 4 Methods from Economic Immigration Lab

Our methods we typically bring different stakeholders to work together, using the systemic thinking that
we already talked about. Putting in place human centered design thinking methods. Then experimenting
through prototypes and testing solutions in tackling those complex problems.

Figure 5 Theory of change. Source: Economic Immigration Lab

Above is an example from the Economic Immigration Lab (EIL). For more information check the
(https://www.economicimmigrationlab.org/). EIL have a theory of change they are working with local
communities on creating new solutions for the immigration or migration issue.
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Figure 6 Climate Change. Source: authors

We focus this social innovation labs in climate change because it is one of the most pressing issues that
our humanity faces right now. We need a systemic approach to face the challenge and to create
solutions of adaptation and mitigation to climate change.
In South and global perspective, we must see this problem as an environmental justice problem too,
because most of our vulnerable communities will be facing the problems about climate change sooner
and in a heavier way. We also think that it is not enough to collaborate south to north or north to south
but we also need south to south collaboration ,because there are so many experiences that can be
exchanged between countries in the south communities in the south that makes sense to scale and to
use to develop new solutions in the southern context in these climate justice context too - that is why it
makes sense to do it in community with other communities in the south. While still learning from
experiences in the north.

Figure 7 Erasmus and 2811 climate labs collaboration. Source: authors
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Our first experiment is Climate Labs. This is a project funded by Erasmus plus from the European Union.
The purpose of this project is to create mutual interdisciplinary workspaces in Latin America and Europe.

Figure 8 List of collaborators. Source: authors

Above all the universities that are participating in that project are and we are very proud that it already
started this year. will be working for the next three years together to develop the social innovation labs
on climate change. We are also thinking about a second project that includes Africa and Latin America
and we think it will be very interesting to think about the collaboration between Uganda Colombia
Kenya and Chile. Thank you so much for hearing this presentation. If you have any doubts or if you think
a climate action lab will be useful in your community, please get in contact with us. gabriela@2811.cl
and waldo@2811.cl.

About the Authors:
Gabriela Carrasco, MPA New York University, Director at 2811, Consultant for Ashoka.
Gabriela defines herself as a woman, born into a family of first-generation university
graduates of growing wealth. She studied both, business and political science at
Universidad Católica in Chile, two schools that responded to different ideas of society
and how to build it. For four years she has lived in NYC, having to identify there as a Latin
woman to fit in the characterization given to people in the US and its educational
system.
Waldo Soto, MSc Technische Universität Berlin, Director at 2811, Consultant for Ashoka.
Waldo and Gabriela met 10 years ago in the classrooms of the Business School of the
Catholic University in Chile, the same business school that helped the installation of the
neoliberal experiment of Milton Friedman in Chile, under the Pinochet dictatorship. After
years of disappointment with the lectures and faculties’ approach to the social issues,
they started a Social Innovation Lab, to bring social economy perspectives to one of the
most traditional universities in Chile. Nowadays, both are fully dedicated to the fight of
injustice in the global south, exchanging good practices among communities in Africa and
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Latin America. Together, they lead an international social change platform based in
Colombia, Chile, and Germany. Gabriela is based in NYC and Waldo in Berlin.
Waldo defines themself as a gay person, born in a small city in Chile in a working-class
family. With 4 siblings, they learned how the joint work and collaboration are the only
tools to improve the lives of people living under vulnerability contexts. Also, after
studying ecology issues in Chile, they understood how extractivism has shaped the social
and economic relationships in Latin America, which requires a new understanding of the
relationship with nature to achieve a better quality of life.
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Collaborative design offers one opportunity to address longstanding inequities in the built
environment. The work of the Albert and Tina Small Center for Collaborative Design, the
community design center of the Tulane School of Architecture in New Orleans, Louisiana,
USA, serves as a case study to better understand the process and possibilities of this
practice. Founded fifteen years ago, the Center believes each of us should have the
opportunity to shape the places we live, work, and play. At the heart of the Center’s work
is a commitment to iteration, responsiveness, and action. Unique in its structure for a
university- based design center, the Center is teaching the next generation of architects
through classes as well as serving as a collaborator and convener for partner driven efforts
to support new visions for New Orleans and the surrounding region. Critical reflection on
the Center’s process, values, and dual roles offer an opportunity to engage with questions
of power dynamics, equity, and decolonization.
keywords; architecture; power dynamics; collaboration

Thank you so much for having me. It is a real honor to be here and to be able to present this work. My
name is Anne Yoachim, and I am a director and professor of practice at the Tulane University School of
Architecture, and I am presenting the work that is co-authored by the team of the small Center staff. It is
a case study of the work that comes out of our Center, which is a Community Design Center out of the
Tulane University School of Architecture. I am hoping the case study sparks ideas in conversation about
some of the issues that have already been raised in previous presentations.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
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Just a little bit of background: The Center itself was founded in 2005, right before Hurricane Katrina,
here in New Orleans. It has two primary missions. The first is to provide design services to communities
who have been underserved by the design professions. The second mission, which is just as important
and, perhaps depending on the day you catch us, collectively as important is to train the next generation
of designers and architects to think very differently about how they do their work and what their
responsibility is as an architect to society at large. Over the last 15 years, we have predominantly
focused on work in New Orleans, and we have done projects with over a hundred different community
partners. Six hundred students have supported our work, and we have completed hundreds of projects
with their help. This is a map of some of those projects. Our work takes a variety of different forms, but
is very much shaped by the experience of individuals who lived in New Orleans during and after
Hurricane Katrina, during these vital moments of recovery where there was a lot of planning, design,
and architecture conducted by outside sources. Much of that did not turn into anything tangible.

Figure 1 Visual representation of projects completed by the Albert and Tina Small Center for Collaborative Design. source:
authors

Our work takes a very small-scale approach for that reason, so that there is a tangible result of the work.
This takes a variety of different forms. We have public programs and exhibits that predominantly focus
on attempting to expand both the conversations that are had as well as who is leading the conversations
surrounding issues of the built environment. We do 15-week, small-scale design-build projects that are
embedded within the School of Architecture curriculum in collaboration with community partners. We
have graphic design advocacy projects that really focus on making accessible policies that shape our
built environment, and visioning projects that produce materials to support community partners and
their efforts to raise funds for physical projects.
At the core of all this work is this commitment and belief that we all should be able to shape the places
where we live and work. None of this is of course without challenge or positionality. There was a
conversation about what it means to be in the Academy and to do this work, and we're always
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questioning and trying to challenge ourselves to figure out what it means to do this work from the

Figure 2 The selection process for community partners is also done collaboratively with past partners and alumni. source:
authors

position of privilege that we're in as a part of the Tulane ecosystem. For this reason, all our work is done
in partnership with community partners. They bring their ideas to us, and we then collaboratively bring
those ideas to fruition through a set process. The projects come to us through a request for proposal
process, and a jury of past partners, alumni, and others rank them. A key component of this is asking our
jury about how these projects—if we choose to do them—challenge the systems of inequity that exist
within our city, and if they will offer us an opportunity to support our community partners in increasing
equity.
At the heart of this work is a commitment to collaborative design practice and its potential to build
capacity and coalitions, and right now we are in the midst of a process where we're actually doing an
evaluation. We have a statement that we say: “Collaborative design will build capacity and coalitions
across difference.” Right now, we are doing a study of partners from over the last 15 years to take a look
at whether or not we've been building capacity and coalitions for organizations, and on broader issues,
as well. Another piece of this puzzle is how we can build understanding and build capacity of our
students to understand what they do and do not know, so there are lots of conversations about
knowledge transfer that happen in this space. Many of our students obviously do not come from New
Orleans, so there is a lot of conversation about how we can prepare them to engage in conversations
related to race and identity. In many cases, students have not had to engage in those conversations
from the white spaces that they have existed in.
We are focused on building consensus throughout the process before a project even begins. An easy
way to highlight some of this work and the questions we are asking ourselves is to highlight a project.
Parasite Skatepark is the only official city skatepark in New Orleans. It is a project that came to us
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Figure 3 The site of Parasite Skatepark before collaborative construction began. source: authors

through Transitional Spaces, a nonprofit partner, which they brought to us through the request for
proposal process. This is what the site of the skatepark looked like before; it actually had more tires.
When Transitional Spaces was going through the request for proposal process, it was clear that they did
not have 501c3 status yet as a nonprofit organization, so the Center worked with the organization to
help them garner 501c3 status. We then began to work on this project identifying other potential

Figure 4 Mapping the logistics of what would become Parasite Skatepark. source: authors
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partners and the challenges that existed. Transitional Spaces originally came to us wanting to create a
skate park that was inclusive and open, that served everyone regardless of gender, race, or skill level.
Skate parks in the United States are often exclusive, and the partner was committed to creating a space
that was inclusive of all. Over time, the collaboration came to include the Design Center, skaters, and
the city of New Orleans, among others. The focus on many different kinds of expertise became really
important. The collaboration between individuals played different roles at different moments in time,
depending on when the project happened; it was an 18-month project. The partner ran and drove the
agenda for all the community meetings. We also did skate days and utilized a variety of different tools,
and the project was completely co-designed alongside the Transitional Spaces partner. It was a codesign effort and a co-creation effort in the design-build work. If you are on the site today, the small
center and the design-build studio created one portion, Phase Two, but all of the other phases have
been built by the partner. It is a space that is alive and living today, and I will just leave it at that.

Figure 5 A collaboration diagram illustrating the input of all stakeholders in the design of Parasite Skatepark. source:
authors

I left these two pictures as the final slide because I think all of our work is iterative, and we are always
asking ourselves questions about how to do this work coming from the space of the Academy in
different ways, asking ourselves questions about how we can do this work more critically. I think that
both of these images indicate movement, and that to me is the ultimate question in a movement that
has to happen with this work.
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Figure 6 Patrons enjoy the skate ramps at the newly designed Parasite Skatepark. source: authors
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How might those situated within university structures design teaching, research, and
service opportunities that shift higher education towards supporting a “pluriverse”? This
paper is meant to serve as an invitation to Reimagine ‘Impact’ within Higher Education. I
situate this call within my own lived experiences trying to enact these practices and by
explicating several promising strategies emerging from overlapping fields—including
ecosystems design, participatory action research, and feminist pragmatism. While design
thinking and systems thinking are interwoven with and can reinforce hegemonic and
colonial practices, they also provide opportunities for radical and relational imaginaries
that build bridges toward multiple ways of thriving. Given their histories and the current
state of higher education, I aim to visualize some of the present barriers and opportunities
for diverse and expansive assessment and research. I also seek to hold space for exploring
how we might incorporate frameworks that take relational and ethical connections to one
another seriously and crack open opportunities to reshape the structures and cultures of
higher education in order to generate more inclusive and just impact.
keywords; design thinking; participatory action research; systems thinking
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I first want to say thank you for the opportunity to be here. I am first and foremost eager to learn from
all of you and humbled to share a little bit of what I have been doing. This proposal is an invitation to
think together. It is informed by my own lived experience as a white, straight, cisgender, able-bodied,
university professor; it is also situated at a private, liberal arts, undergraduate institution in the Southern
United States. I recognize that the ideas suggested here are inherently limited by blind spots. I thus
begin by situating the work I have been doing. After highlighting some of the barriers I and others have
encountered, I summarize our case study. I am interested in exploring how we might reimagine what it
means to participate in something like a pluriverse from within institutions of higher education.

Figure 1 Elon Methods of Learning. Source: author

The efforts summarized below are infused by my experience as a philosopher and a director of design
thinking, as somebody who's still trying to figure out how to use the power and privileges I bring to
these situations in relationship with diverse communities and how that can help to shift some of the
unjust and exclusive systems, practices, and cultures that are present, especially within the Academy. I
am trying to stay aware, as well, of the hypocrisy of trying to do this work from within the system. I am
troubled by the consistent inadequacies I bring to these tasks and eager to learn from all of you.
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Figure 2 Quote from La Paperson xiv. Source: author

I want to situate some of the assessment and research I am going to talk about within La Paperson’s
third university. I want us to explore how we can use some of the tools that are around us in order to do
different kinds of work.

Figure 3 Ashoka U Change Maker Guide snapshot. Source: author

With that in mind, there are a couple of very recent research and assessment metrics that have come
out in 2019-20. Ashoka U’s evaluating change maker education provides recommendations on how to
assess design thinking and change-making pedagogies across the curriculum. Darden’s white paper by
Liedtka and Bahr describes design thinking practices that are happening across nonprofit government
and business sectors and what kinds of outcomes they are perceiving.
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Figure 4 The Coalition for Change. Source: author

As I began this new role in the fall of 2019, a coalition of individuals from across the University was
formed in order to support more inclusive and collaborative innovation. The coalition included
individuals from different positions (including administrators, faculty, community partners, community
members, and a student) trying to understand what is happening around change-making across the
campus and in the local community. We wanted to explore what we could learn from one another, how
we might visualize what is happening, and where there are opportunities to better support each other.
This network and the relationships it built supported the emergence of subsequent research we are
engaged in.

Figure 5 Elon's design thinking studio in action. Source: author
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One is a longitudinal study looking at the history of the Design Thinking Studio in Social Innovation
across the past three-four years: What can we learn? This study also examines insights across
stakeholders; we are interviewing alumni, faculty, community partners, and administrators. We are
exploring what we have to learn about the stories, the mindsets, the challenges, and the
recommendations they would have about how to do change-making work moving forward.

Figure 6 Geographic Mapping at Elon. Source: author

The other study looks at what is happening across the University campus. We have 35 different courses
and programs that we are assessing. What kinds of practices are happening across the curriculum? What
kinds of outcomes do faculty perceive? What kinds of challenges are they facing? Our goal is to compare
what we are doing to what is happening in other sectors and design interventions designed to respond
to and enhance current practices.

Figure 7 Elon’s programs in design thinking. Source: author
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These visual highlights the different programs we have involved in a study- graduate and undergraduate,
liberal arts, sciences and so on.

Figure 8 Center for Design Thinking Ecosystem Study Results. Source: author

The findings really show we are especially implementing DT practices like radical listening and
interviewing across diverse perspectives, but we are not doing as much of the prototyping, testing, and
iterating.

Figure 9 Center for Design Thinking Ecosystem Study Results (2). Source: author
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We have also found that we have several programs doing deeper dives into design thinking projects.
There are critical opportunities to enhance these programs.

Figure 10 Center for Design Thinking Ecosystem Study Results (3). Source: author

In addition, there's some interesting comparison findings into what we are finding in our own university,
and what is happening out there in the business nonprofit and government sectors.

Figure 11 Demographics of Elon's Ecosystem Study. Source: author
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At the moment, then, we have these two studies looking at the historical setting of what's going on as
well as trying to map the systems and I'm trying to also look across stakeholder groups: Future goals are
focused on understanding what current students are experiencing.

Figure 12 Studies outline looking at current student’s experience. Source: author

Figure 13 The Bog's Center on Feminist Pragmatism. Source: author

This work is infused by my background as a feminist, pragmatist philosopher. I am committed to doing
work that is situated in our identities, that is place-based and relational, but also action-oriented and
connected to my study of Grace Lee Boggs. It is critical that we situate our approach. She argues
revolution is relational, that it is two-sided, emergent, and co-transformative.
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Figure 14 Emergent Strategy according to Adrienne Brown. Source: author

All this also takes me back to efforts on emergent strategy suggesting radical change is often more
incremental than we realize. Adrienne Maree Brown argues small actions move us forward, that change
is constant, and that there's ways to press for that change in the spaces we are in. With this framing in
mind, it is worthwhile to continue to enter and learn across spaces of difference.

Figure 15 Visual description of Josina Vink’s design thinking theory. Source: author

I also link these efforts to the work of Josina Vink. Vink is focused on how we make people aware of
what is often invisible to them. How might we generate awareness of our own and others’ power and
privilege? How might we encourage awareness of the structures and cultures around us that press us to
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make certain actions instead of others? She talks about the role of “aesthetic disruption” and how
design can really start to spark disruptions that lead to macro level changes.

Figure 16 Visual of Participatory Action Research. Source: author

This work is also inspired by participatory action research (PAR) practices. My past work has examined
both the value of PAR and the challenges. I appreciate how PAR encourages us to invite others and then
to get out and learn together. It aims to hold us accountable to everyone involved in these problems and
it presses us to consider how our research might turn into collaborative action. But I have also found
that there are a lot of risks and challenges to that work and that kind of practice can be co-opted as a
cover of legitimacy.
This also links back to the wealth of barriers presented by the academy. There is a lot of research
showing how hard it is to do this kind of work. I have also encountered a lot of risks and barriers and
that is despite the privileges that I bring to the work. Again, research on faculty experience confirms
over and over, and a lot of publications, on the epistemological, historical, structural, and cultural
barriers to moving education into being more embedded in its communities- there are a lot of blind
spots here.

Figure 17 Strategies of engagement across disciplines. Source: author
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In studying and advocating for change over the past ten years, a few key strategies have emerged. First,
there is a need to sustain our engagement across borders and spaces of difference. Second, we need to
find and hold onto critical hope even in the face of deep struggle; and, three, we need to seek out
radical imaginaries as a way to spark new ways of being in the world together. We need to find ways to
move forward in relationship with others.

Figure 18 Think tank and global project opportunities. Source: author

For me, in this space, I have opportunities to create think tanks, to fund projects that are more
collaborative, and to co-design cross-institutional, longitudinal research. I am interested in continuing
the critical action-oriented study of what is happening within higher education, to press for and again
advocate for that change and hold space for more creative approaches.

Figure 19 What might we do to move? Source: author
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As a part of that work I am a co-editor of a new book series with Peter Lang publishers entitled Higher
Education and Civic Democratic Engagement: Exploring Impact. This series is intended to hold space for
critical and creative collaborative research on higher education and engagement emerging now.
For inquiries on submitting a proposal contact the Series Editors. Barry Kanpol (Kanpolb@gvsu.edu) &
Danielle Lake (lakeda@gvsu.edu)I am interested in what we can do to move forward. I am interested in
what we might do together. I am committed to learning with all of you and I am grateful for this
opportunity. Thank you.
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Over the last years, I have been working with partners in Mexico to support the codesign of Fablabs and Makerspaces in marginalised communities. Fablabs (Fabrication
Laboratories) are non-formal educational settings that provide expertise and machinery
to enable local digitally enhanced making in collaboration with others. Fablabs use open
innovation processes for producing artefacts locally and sharing ideas and solutions
globally across their networks (https://www.fablabs.io). The Fablab LaCampana, situated
in a High School in the neighbourhood La Campana-Altamira in Monterrey, Mexico is an
example of a Fablab in a marginalised community. After a conflict ridden past, in 2012,
the La Campana-Altamira neighbourhood sought a change through open engagement in
public life. The community Fablab has been one of many projects that community
members and other stakeholders publicly participate in. The lockdown and social
distancing measures to prevent the spread of the COVID-19 disease had a
disproportionate impact on this marginalised community. This coffee table discussion
seeks to explore how we can address the increasing inequalities in the participation in
social learning and open innovation in Fablab and Maker communities.
Fablabs; inequality; participation; learning instructions; use of template

Over the last two years I have been working with project partners in Mexico to support the co-designing
of a community Fablab La Campaña in Monterrey, Mexico. I was brought into the project to facilitate codesign workshops with Tecnologico de Monterrey students, academics, and community members as
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

well as representatives from governmental and non-governmental organizations (Lotz et al., 2019).
British Council Mexico funded this work under a Higher Education Links programme.

Figure 1. Visual Illustration of the location of Fablab in Mexico

It is situated in the high school CB T's 99, in the neighborhood La Campaña Atamira in Monterrey
Mexico.

Figure 2. Student's working in a Fablab
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FabLabs (Fabrication Laboratories) are non-formal educational settings that provide expertise and
equipment, such as computers, 3D printers, and laser cutters, together with traditional tools, to enable
local digitally enhanced making in collaboration with others. The social learning approach is central to
the idea of a FabLab.

Figure 3. Student's connecting with other students via Fablab technology

Fablabs use open innovation processes for sharing ideas and solutions globally across their networks,
but producing artefacts locally, with local resources and adaptations in the designs to a local context. A
fabLab in a marginalized setting aim to support individuals and groups to learn to create objects and
devices in response to local or personal needs.

Figure 4. Example of a Fablab creation (Mobile Cart)
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For example, this mobile cart (Fig 4), where the technology and making equipment is stored, is a design
used to provide access to digital creative making in many marginalized and isolated communities. For
example, the Mobile cart idea was developed in another Mexican community FabLab project, led by
FabLab Yucatan and IYEM FabLab in Yucatan. The strong regional links between the makers allow to
translate ideas into local adaptations and filter successful uses of these adaptations in the region, such
as that of a digitally fabricated Mobile cart. The La Campana-Altamira community was worried about
security if the technologies were stored in the Lab space over night or at weekends or holidays. There
were break-ins twice, but since the technology can be stored securely after use, it was not taken by the
burglars.

Figure 5. The La Campaña Altamira neighbourhood

After a conflict ridden past in 2012, the La Campaña Altamira neighborhood sought a change through
open engagement in public life.

Figure 6.

310

The community Fablab has been supported by local and international higher education institutions and
by local and international NGOs. They used approaches to community mapping (Fig 6) to identify salient
issues that the community would like to address.

Figure 7 Fablab project for outdoor furniture

Figure 8. Fablab workshop in the community
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Together they produced community designs like outdoor furniture (Fig 7) or offered educational maker
workshops in the community (Fig 8), for example.

Figure 9. The Impact of COVID-19 on the community of La Campaña Altamira.

Figure 9 shows another example of the collaboration between community and academic team
members. Previously, a public trash container has been placed illegally in the middle of a park along a
river in La Campana. The park is also used for Sunday markets. In collaboration with a guerrilla gardener,
the market union, and the city government, Tecnologico de Monterrey students, the community FabLab
and Insitu Social, a nongovernmental partner, redesigned the area where the trash container has
previously been placed.
Many of these early successes have been overrun by the lockdown and social distancing measures to
prevent the spread of COVID-19 disease. This had disproportionate impact on the community, as may be
true for many other disadvantaged communities.

Figure 10. First question posed for addressing challenges
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In this context, I would like to address some questions and it would be interesting to hear about similar
experiences from others. The first one is, how in the current pandemic did public participation and
community design and learning activities change, as locked down and social distancing measures took
hold? Unemployment is increasing dramatically in La Campaña Altamira. The neighborhood is in
lockdown still, schools are closed, and homeschooling is a theory. There is very low internet access rate
and digital skills to engage in typical online learning replacements like Zoom are basically non-existent.
Children and young people are just passing time. In crowded living conditions, we see more mental
health issues arising and cases of domestic violence. However, many young people who have previously
been actively involved in the Fablab, beg for opportunities to make a positive change now. The concerns
for their health, make this very difficult.

Figure 11. Second question posed for addressing challenges

The second question, how could marginalized communities continue to participate in global social
innovation, if they cannot use a community Fablab? We continue to engage with the community and
hope to provide creative, fun, and useful, informal learning activities in their homes, but first we have to
fix the connectivity issue. With the help from a seed fund in the UK, and much funding and staff time
from Mexico, they plan to provide local mobile networking technology and mobile phones.
Together, with the small making kit, to continue to engage in learning through making and sharing of the
outcomes in smaller networks. Different audiences can be reached, younger or older children, but also
local micro businesses can be supported through locally networked distance learning. The aim is to keep
the habit of active participation and learning through making alive and bridge to larger opportunities
that may arise later.
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Cultural probes have long been used to provide designers with glimpses into the local
cultures for which they are designing, and thereby inspire novel design proposals. Probes
are designed objects—frequently packages—that contain open-ended, evocative,
and ambiguous activities given to people to pursue, and return over a period of time.
Fundamentally, they are meant to subvert traditional design methods. That is, the
approach is intended to offer an alternative to the prevailing rational and scientific
processes sometimes used in design. Despite their widespread use in developed contexts,
there are few instances of using this subjective, design-led method in developing contexts.
I describe my experience using cultural probes during the early stages of an ongoing
design project in Bungoma County, Kenya. Returns from my comment cards and digital
camera activities draw attention to probe recipients’ unique experiences and to
Bungoma’s distinctive characteristics. These returns also inspired a series of speculative
design proposals. My experience using this method motivates a discussion that
elaborates on how a cultural probes approach can benefit design research by raising
questions about generalizability, objectivity, and the pursuit of a single solution in design.
Cultural probes; design; Kenya; speculative design

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

I have been conducting fieldwork in Bungoma, Kenya for nearly a decade. I distributed these cultural
probe packets to twenty-three households. You can see those here: a digital camera with these openended prompts, and this comment card activity. That is, I asked people to write responses onto them
and put them in this box over a two-week period (Figure 1).

Figure 1 Digital camera and comment card box. Source: author

These are a samples of some of the returns. They have sat in my office for several years. I look at them,
think about them, and I sketch ideas that are inspired by them. They remind me of what is going on in
Bungoma when I am not there. I do not have time to share all of these returns, but I do encourage you
to look them because they provide really beautiful glimpses of everyday life in Bungoma. Some of the
responses are written in Swahili, some are written in English. They capture these moments that I have
found can be difficult to capture using other research methods. “Be quiet and listen. What do you
hear?”
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Figure 2 Comment card and photographic cultural probe returns. Source: author

Figure 3 “I kept quiet for some time. It was at night and I heard the frogs croaking everywhere loudly. I heard then some
footstep of a dog called Mulika Mwizi barking. It was amazing. “Source: author
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Figure 4 "As I woke up early, I found my money which was lost for a week. I was so happy for the money and I rushed to the
restaurant to have a cup of tea. It was a day I would never forget.” Source: author

There are also hundreds of digital photographs taken by participants. They also provide lovely glimpses
into everyday life in Bungoma.
Coming back to cultural probes and how they are supposed to subvert traditional design methods. The
analysis is not meant to result in a list of facts or a comprehensive understanding of life in Bungoma.
Instead, the analysis process acknowledges the bias that is a part of data analysis more broadly. I
acknowledge the way that my interpretation of the returns is influenced by me being a white middleclass woman.

Figure 5 Speculative design proposal. Source: author
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Rather than developing a list of facts about Bungoma, I used the returns to inspire speculative design
ideas. These are ideas that are necessarily meant to be developed and implemented. They are absurd;
they can provoke questions. For example, mobile phones have been widely used in East Africa to deliver
people important information, but this is an idea that asks, “What if we develop an app that could let
research participants rate their researchers on the quality of the research interaction?” (Figure 5).

Figure 6: Speculative design proposal (2). Source: author

The takeaway is that this approach can benefit design by raising questions about generalizability,
objectivity, and research, as well as the pursuit of a single design solution. My hope is that by asking
these questions, this research can contribute to ongoing discussions about design and how it can create
space for new forms of knowledge production. I have a longer version of this paper on my website. I
want to acknowledge that this research was funded by the National Science Foundation.
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What is important to you in your Pluriversal Design Education? The name of a
course? your syllabus?
(A response to provocation from Noel’s presentation)
Person

Course Name

Renata Leitao:

Course: bodily literacy

Britta Boyer:

Course: Somatic healing

Lucia Trias:

Political systemic thinking.

Michael Gibson:

Formulating more pluriverally framed questions

Jordan D. Stewart:

multi disciplinary literacy and transdisciplinary literacy

Qassim Saad:

Interdisciplinary/Transdisciplinary

Priscilla ChuengNainby:

Cross-cultural thinking

Arvind Lodaya:

Course: Design Critiques - from Buddha to Gandhi to Papanek to Fry....?!

selwa (she/her):

Course: Performative Prototyping.

Jessy

Course: Decolonizing AR

Sarah Teasley:

Designing with humility

Rafe Steinhauer:

Integrating expertises across community, disciplines across long-term
education

Ali Blackwell:

Visualising impossible worlds.

Admin_Lauren
Dodaro:

Cultural Anthropology courses, of course!

Dina Benbrahim:

Feminist design history

Gloria Gomez:

An awareness of the theories, methods and tools that inform our design
research and practice

Arvind Lodaya:

Course: Design as Service (to Community)

selwa (she/her):

Course: Unpacking and re-designing technologies for “good”..

Jayasri Sridhar:

Navigating tradition and modernity with multiple identities

Maria Rogal (she,
her):

Respectful Design – personal and world mindsets / understanding people’s
lived experiences beyond your own

Lisa Mercer:

Responsible Design

Carolina Agudelo:

Designing for Care

Britta Boyer:

design for enlivenment

Ehsan Baha

Delft, the Netherlands:“Good Design”
Designing ‘Other’ Worlds || Fall ‘19
Training in Intergroup Dialogue Facilitation
Pirate Care, a syllabus
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